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ABSTRACT
This thesis examines women and employment in Udonthani, a city in northeast 
Thailand, and focuses on the relationship between domestic workers and their 
employers. This relationship between workers and their employers is different from 
other relationships because both occupy the same residential accommodation. Female 
employers in various occupations, including full-time housewives, were studied as 
well as their domestic workers. The thesis is based on in-depth tape-recorder 
interviews conducted separately with domestic workers (n=4 7 ), and their employers 
(n=47) in Udonthani, Thailand, which were fully transcribed and analysed using 
MAXqda.
Historically, domestic work is an important field of paid employment, which has 
existed for many decades. Women have traditionally migrated to urban areas seeking 
employment opportunities and domestic work has been one important means of entry 
into the labour market. Live-in domestic work in many cases provides women with at 
least a minimum level of food and shelter, and may provide a secure and regular 
income source. However, domestic workers seem to be a forgotten and much 
neglected group among the workers in Thailand, which is why it is worth researching 
their position to make their circumstances more visible.
This thesis aims to analyse how Thai women employers exercise power by demeaning 
domestic workers. I argue that the basis of this exploitation rests on the economic and 
social disparity that exists between Thai rural and urban areas. The domestic workers’ 
inherent powerlessness occurs in the homes of their employers, which results in their 
rights being violated. This includes not only the physical control that employers have 
through their ability to require domestic workers to perform endless menial tasks; but 
also psychological control, in that domestic workers are expected to conform to every 
smallest detail o f the work that employers set in their own houses.
The thesis explores certain attitudes and expectations of the domestic workers towards 
their employers while living and working inside the employers’ households. The 
attitudes, expectations, feelings, and opinions of the employers toward their domestic
workers also are explored. And the attitudes of both sides measure conceptually the 
quality of the relationship between employers and domestic workers.
Domestic workers in the informal sector are passively under the control of their 
employers, never successfully resisting authority or discipline from their employers. 
It seems natural to assume that most domestic workers view themselves as valueless 
because of their position in the lowest job class available; they feel chronically 
powerless, subordinated and subservient to nearly everyone else. In addition, these 
mainly young women do not receive normal amenities available to regular employees, 
such as contracts covering hours, job security, welfare, bonus or vacation time; they 
work very long hours, averaging twelve hours per day and seven days a week; and 
they get paid less than the law requires. This feeling is upheld by Thai culture, where 
authority traditionally is never questioned.
The thesis concludes by presenting suggested policy options the Thai government 
could use to encourage and support communities to set up organizations providing 
assistance to this powerless group of Thai women.
Acknowledgements
Without some very critical support, I could not have finished this thesis alone. Thus, I 
will take this opportunity to express my enduring gratitude to everyone who has so 
graciously assisted me during this period. There are so many people in the end that I 
may not be able to list them all, but I want all o f them to be assured of my gratitude.
First, I must thank my two supervisors, Professor Sara Arber and Dr. Ann Cronin who 
have given me their valuable time, guidance and insight. Their guidance was 
indispensable to the completion of this thesis.
Secondly, I would like to pay tribute to my parents and my grandma, and to thank 
them for their tireless support, enthusiasm and for all the financial and emotional 
support throughout the last few years.
Next, I owe many thanks to Steve Dixon, my very best friend from the States who 
helped in many ways to correct some overlooked grammar through the internet, 
emails, and even a few phone calls. Thanks for your patience in helping me to work 
through this difficult task from near the beginning all the way through the end, and 
thanks to his wife, for her patience in supporting him. Special thanks must also go to 
Agnes McGill for proof reading my final draft of this thesis and the support she has 
given to me throughout my 4 years in this course. I would also like to thank all of my 
colleagues and friends; Ingrid, John, Simon, Carolyn, Yin, Choochat, Theerawong, 
Ratchada, Pantakamol and others, who helped by making suggestions for any part of 
this thesis, however small or large, and their encouragement in believing that this 
thesis was not like domestic work in that it has an end.
Last but not least, my sincere acknowledgement goes to all the women in this thesis, 
both employers and domestic workers, whose names I cannot list, for providing me 
the information for this research. Without their data contribution, this work never 
could have been done, and the lives of many domestic workers may have never seen 
any hope for improvement.
CONTENTS
Page Num ber
LIST OF TABLES vi
C hapter 1: An Introduction 1
1.1 Background of the study 1
1.2 The objectives of the thesis 3
1.3 Outline of the thesis 4
C hapter 2: Thailand: The Land of Smiles 7
2.1 Historical Background 7
2.2 Geography 8
2.3 Government and National Anthem 10
2.4 Interpretations of Thai Social S tructure 11
2.4.1 Embree -  A Loosely Structured Social System 11
2.4.2 Moerman -  A Rigidly Organized Society 12
2.5 Thai Family Structure: Roles in Historical Perspective 13
2.5.1 Maternal Grandparents 14
2.5.2 Parents Role 14
2.5.3 Roles of Children 16
2.5.4 Husband and Wife Role 18 
2.6. Individual Role Behavior, Expectations and Adaptations
of Women In Thailand 20
2.6.1 Thai Women and their individual Role: Past 20
2.6.2 Thai Women and their individual Role: Present 21
2.7 Domestic Role Behavior among Thai Women 22
2.7.1 Household Production 23
2.7.2 Thai Women’s Domestic Role in Rural areas 24
2.7.3 Thai Women’s Domestic Role in Urban 25
2.8 Conclusion 26
C hapter 3: Domestic W orkers Globally 27
3.1 Definition of “Domestic W orkers” 27
3.2 The Concept of Domestic W ork 29
3.3 Domestic W orkers Globally 31
3.3.1 Age 32
3.3.2 Gender 33
3.3.3 Education 33
3.3.4 Socio-Economic background 34
3.4 The Conditions of W ork of Domestic W orkers Globally 35
3.4.1 Terms of employment 35
3.4.2 Working conditions 36
3.4.3 Exploitation and Sexual Exploitation 38
3.5 Domestic W orkers in Thailand: Inform al Sector 40
3.5.1 Definition of Informal Sector 40
3.5.2 Informal Sector in Thailand 41
i
3.5.3 Domestic Workers in Thailand in the Informal Sector 43
3.5.4 Domestic Workers in Udonthani 48
3.6 Domestic W ork and the Employment Contract 49
3.7 Conclusion 51
C hapter 4: Domestic W orkers and Alienation 54
4.1 Concepts of Alienation 54
4.2 M arx and the Concept of Alienation within a Capitalist Economy 55
4.3 Conceptualising Power 57
4.4 Alienation and M odern Industry 58
4.4.1. Powerlessness 58
4.4.2 Meaninglessness 59
4.4.3 Isolation 60
4.4.4 Self-estrangement 61
4.5 Capitalism and Domestic Labour 63
4.5.1 Domestic labour as unproductive labour 64
4.6 Domestic W orkers and Alienation 66
4.6.1 Powerlessness of domestic workers 67
4.6.2 Meaninglessness of domestic workers 69
4.6.3 Isolation of domestic worker 70
4.7 Domestic W orkers as Deferential 71
4.8 Conclusion 73
C hapter 5: Methodology 75
5.1 Research Aim and Research Design 75
5.2 Methodological Discussions 77
5.3 The Sampling Strategy and Sample C riteria 78
5.3.1 Sampling Criteria: Domestic workers 79
5.3.2 Sampling Criteria: Employer 80
5.3.3 Sampling procedure 80
5.4 Gaining Access 81
5.4.1 Gatekeepers 81
5.4.2 Access to employers 82
5.4.3 Access to domestic workers 83
5.5 Ethical Considerations 85
5.5.1 Informed Consent 86
5.6 The Research Tool : Qualitative Interviews 87
5.6.1 The pilot study 89
5.6.2 The main interview 91
5.6.3 Managing the interviews 91
5.6.4 Interviewer bias 93
5.6.5 Interviewing problems 94
5.7 Data Analysis 100
5.7.1 Using the MAXqda data analysis package 101
5.7.2 Data analysis: the process 102
5.7.2.1 Analysis of study data 102
5.8 Validity and Reliability 103
5.9 Conclusion 105
Chapter 6: Characteristics of Domestic Workers and their Employers 107
6.1 Characteristics of Employers 107
6.1.1 Social Status 108
6.1.2 Age 109
6.1.3 Occupation 110
6.1.4 Household incomes 111
6.1.5 Level of educational achievement 112
6.1.6 Number of children 113
6.1.7 Household size 113
6.2 Reason for hiring domestic workers 114
6.2.1 Ways to find domestic workers 119
6.3 Characteristics of domestic workers 122
6.3.1 Age 122
6.3.2 Education 124
6.3.3 Factors inhibiting domestic workers from attending school 126
6.4 Reasons for becoming a domestic w orker 129
6.5 Wages and spending by domestic workers 132
6.6  The process of becoming domestic workers 135
C hapter 7: Power and Control within the Domestic Environm ent 137
7. 1  Power within the Household 137
7.1.1 Physical Power 137
7.2 Terms of Employment 138
7.3 Control over W orking Hours: Autonomy 142
7.4 W orking Hours and Conditions 145
7.4.1 Hours of work 145
7.4.2 Adequacy of time off 146
7.4.3 Holidays 147
7.4.4 Working under hazardous 149
7.4.5 Illnesses 150
7.5 W orking Environm ent 151
7.6 Separate Treatm ent 152
7.6.1 Eating arrangements 152
7.6.2 Sleeping arrangements 157
7.7 Violence and V erbal Abuse 160
7.8 Lack of Freedom to Leave the House 161
7.9 Conclusion 163
C hapter 8 : Psychological Power over the Domestic W orkers 165
8.1 Being A part from Parents, Siblings, Relatives, and Friends 165
8.2 Living in a House but not a Home 169
8.3 Being Isolated and Having no Freedom 170
8.4 Having Low Self-esteem 174
8.5 The Experience of Uncertainty while W orking and 
Living for the Em ployer 177
8.6  Having H ealth Problem s 178
8.7 Deference Behaviour 179
8.8  Having Responsibilities without Rights 182
8.9 Conclusion 187
C hapter 9: The Quality of the Domestic W orkers and their 189
Em ployers’ Relationship: Attitudes and Expectations
9.1 Domestic W orkers attitudes toward their employer 189
9.1.1 Domestic workers’ attitude toward their employers as ‘employers’ 190
9.1.2 Domestic workers’ attitude toward their role as ‘one of the family’ 192
9.2 Domestic w orkers’ attitude towards their occupation,
and perception of alternatives 194
9.2.1 Attitude and expectations about changing their employment 197
9.2.2 No dignity and lowest level 204
9.2.3 No mental work, but its manual 206
9.3 Em ployer’s attitudes toward their domestic workers 208
9.3.1 Employer’s attitude toward their domestic workers as ‘employees’ 208
9.3.2 Employer’s attitude toward their domestic workers as
‘one of the family’ 210
9.4 Em ployer’s attitude tow ard the domestic w ork and perception
of alternatives 212
9.5 Conclusion 215
C hapter 10: Discussion and Conclusions 217
10.1 Powerlessness of Domestic W orkers 218
10.1.1 Exploitation on terms of employment - having no contract 218
10.1.2 Exploitation of work hours and conditions 219
10.1.3 Oppressive wage 221
10.1.4 Neglect of health and safety concerns 222
10.2 The Reality of Domestic W orkers Life 223
10.2.1 Limitation of everyday life 223
10.2.2 Power over the work process: Autonomy 224
10.2.3 Lack of decision-making 226
10.2.4 Lack of social life 228
10.2.5 Abuse 229
10.3 Control and Deference 230
10.4 Child L abour 231
10.4.1 Age 232
10.4.2 Education 232
10.5 Hum an Rights 233
10.5.1 Limiting domestic worker's rights at work 233
10.5.2 Having responsibilities without rights 234
10.5.3 Lack of right to privacy 235
10.5.4 Lack of rights in society 236
10.6 Conclusions 237
10.7 Recommendations 240
REFERENCES 242
iv
Page Number
Appendix A: The M ap of Thailand 254
Appendix B: Inform ation Letter for Employer 1 255
Appendix C: Inform ation Letter for Employer 2 256
Appendix D: Inform ation Letter for Domestic W orkers 257
Appendix E: Consent Form  258
Appendix F: Interview Guide: Employer 259
Appendix G: Interview Guide: Domestic W orkers 263
Appendix H: C haracteristic of Employer 268
Appendix I: Characteristic of Domestic W orkers 269
LIST OF TABLES
Page Number
Table 2.1 Composition of Thailand populations by age group and 
gender in 2000
9
Table 5.1 Reasons for declining interviews 96
Table 6.1 Employers by age group 109
Table 6.2 Total monthly household income 112
Table 6.3 Education level o f employers 112
Table 6.4 Number of children in each household 113
Table 6.5 Household size of employers 114
Table 6.6 Main reason for hiring domestic workers 115
Table 6.7 Ways to find domestic workers 120
Table 6.8 Current age and age started working as
domestic workers in Udonthani, Thailand 123
Table 6.9 Maximum education level of domestic workers 124
Table 6.10 Salary of domestic workers in Udonthani by monthly salary 130
Table 6.11 Methods of payment to domestic workers in Udonthani,
Thailand 132
Table 6.12 Expenditure o f domestic workers in Udonthani, Thailand 133
Table 7.1 Daily working hours of domestic workers in Udonthani sample 145
Table 9.1 What domestic workers in Udonthani want to do
if they quit their current job 200
LIST OF FIGURE
Page Number
Figure 6.1 The process of becoming a domestic worker 136
v i i
Chapter 1 
Introduction
This chapter provides a background to the study, and its purposes, aims and 
objectives. In the second part, an outline of the thesis identifies the key issues 
examined in each chapter.
1.1 Background of the study
During my experience as a researcher, researching and studying Thai women in rural 
communities, I became interested in women who worked as labourers. Without 
realising it, I as a child and young adult, had grown up with some of these women 
labourers, each of whom in some way influenced my eventual views. As a woman in 
my early thirties, I have begun to see these women as being part of who I have 
become. When I reached maturity, many women from my social class began to 
employ domestic workers for themselves. Without thinking about it, I still carried 
with me the perception that housework is something essential to comfortable living, 
but which in and of itself carries a low professional value— especially among the 
middle class in Thailand. In Thailand middle and upper class women do not usually 
perform their own household tasks, but rather they employ others of the lowest class 
to do their housework instead.
Thus, this research study came to my mind: how do these domestic working women 
fit into Thai society. To formulate the main body of the study I started thinking of 
how these women were vital to each Thai family; how the members of the family they 
lived with treated them; and, finally, what the relationship was between them and 
their employing family members. Since numerous researchers have already 
researched the more general topic of the domestic worker’s life, I decided to take a 
different perspective by also including the view of their employers. I took this 
approach for two reasons: first, it gives a fair and more balanced viewpoint to what 
has previously been a largely one-sided research picture. Second, it allows an 
examination of the dynamic of the power structure that exists between these two 
groups in order to provide information critical to how these groups continue to exist
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side by side, co-dependent on each other in the same household, and yet remain so 
markedly different in their socio-economic status and worldview.
Domestic work has historically been almost always a live-in job. A body of evidence 
has been compiled documenting the behavioural characteristics of employers and their 
domestic workers that have formed as a result of the close living arrangement. A 
study by Colen (1986:64) focused on the adaptive personal characteristics of domestic 
workers that enabled them to ‘cope with and resist the exploitation they confront on 
the job’. Reviews by Anderson (1993, 2000) examined the phenomena of the 
employers drive to exercise their power, such as requiring the cleaning of a floor three 
times a day with a toothbrush, or having the workers stand in the same position by the 
door for hours, etc. Romero (1992) indicated that while ‘women’s work’ is concerned 
with the social and cultural reproduction of human beings, the actual doing of the 
work -  who does it, when and where -  is a crucial part of its meaning for those who 
live as domestic workers. Constable (1997) is one of the relatively few who has 
studied the relationships between domestic workers and their employers, which are 
potentially far more intense than the relationships between other workers and their 
employers.
Over recent years, throughout Thailand, there has been a substantial increase in 
demand for private domestic services. The Ministry of Labour (2000) pointed out that 
a number of women in Thailand, particularly those from rural villages, desire to go 
abroad to work, but cannot afford the fee required to pay for the service of recruitment 
employment agencies. In addition, the Department o f Skill Development, in 
Udonthani (2001) acknowledges that this group of women in most cases lacks the 
chance to go abroad and work; so many of them enter domestic service in Thailand 
instead, and the city of Udonthani is one of the targets of these women. Many 
domestic workers coming to work with employers make the decision following the 
urging of family members or a guardian. The main impetus for the decision to enter 
domestic work is to earn income for their family, since most domestic workers come 
from extremely poor families. In some cases, these women have been abandoned or 
come from single parent families and are very vulnerable. Sometimes the parents are 
not even aware of the nature of the domestic work and the working conditions that 
their children will be forced into. Although not necessarily hazardous, domestic
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service may well put women into vulnerable positions, often leaving them open to 
exploitation and with little opportunity for protection, especially within Thailand.
Although there has been a good deal of research on the situation o f domestic workers 
around the world, there is little research, which examines specific aspects of the 
relationship between domestic workers and their employers. Finally, there has been 
no in-depth research on this topic in Thailand. Thus, these issues will be examined in 
this thesis, with the data being provided by separate in-depth interviews with domestic 
workers and their employers.
1.2 Objectives of thesis
The main objectives o f the thesis are as follows:
1. To provide the first research study of the relationships between the wealthy
urban classes (middle to upper class), who are the employers, and the lower 
rural class women, from which most of the domestic workers are hired in 
Thailand.
2. To study both the relationship between employers and their domestic workers
in order to better understand the conditions of the work environment of 
domestic workers in their employer’s house.
3. To consider the social background of the domestic workers, their personal
characteristics, lifestyle, family background, etc and the larger social context, 
which coerces rural women into becoming domestic workers, such as their 
economic position, social class and poor education.
4. To understand the ways in which employers exercise power over their
domestic workers, thereby giving them control over the domestic worker’s 
wages, working hours, welfare, and freedom, and to understand how that 
exercise of power affects domestic workers physically and psychologically.
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5. Finally, to recommend practical approaches that could be used by 
governmental and non-governmental organisations both within and outside 
Thailand for improving the opportunities for domestic workers at both the 
national and, it is hoped, international levels.
1.3 Outline of the thesis
The thesis starts with the introduction, followed by three literature review chapters, 
one methodology chapter, and four analysis chapters. Finally, the discussion and 
conclusions chapter will link and discuss how the findings relate to the theoretical 
literature and examine implications for future research.
Chapter 2 presents an overview of Thai women: their roles and status within the Thai 
family structure and the differential roles that women and men have played in Thai 
society through out history. The discussion centres first on the major scholarly 
interpretations of Thai social structure, followed by a historical look at Thai social 
structure, with reference to the roles of individual family members. Special attention 
is given to how these roles are changing, for both women and men, in response to 
Thailand’s dramatic socio-economic, reproductive, and environmental changes over 
the last two decades.
Chapter 3 provides a framework for the analysis of women in domestic service that is 
divided into three sections:
• Definition of key terms, particularly ‘domestic worker’ and ‘household tasks.’ 
Even though the words seem simple and self-evident, each one must be defined 
within the specific context of this study. To this end, I examine the definitions' 
that exist within the writings of various authors on the subject, as well as the 
specific meanings used in standard dictionaries and in existing laws and policies.
• Literature on domestic workers worldwide, that is in Europe, Asia, South Africa, 
and America, and its applicability to Thailand.
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• Domestic workers as part of an informal or disadvantaged sector of the labour 
market. Among the topics specifically covered in this section are low wages and 
the unsatisfactory working conditions of live-in domestic workers in Thailand.
Chapter 4 examines the concept of ‘Alienation’ and focuses on the theoretical 
application of ‘alienation’ as it applies to domestic work and its relevance to domestic 
workers in Thailand. Blauner (1964) presents four aspects of alienation, which 
provide the main guideline for this chapter. The work of Newby (1977) on deferential 
workers will be applied to domestic workers towards the end of the chapter.
Chapter 5 provides a description of the methods and methodology of the thesis. 
Methods chosen include qualitative in-depth interviews, plus a small amount of 
analysis of official statistical data. There follows discussion on sampling and access 
to employers and domestic workers, ethical considerations, and the research tools 
employed. I also discuss various problems associated with research including bias, 
validity, and data reliability.
Chapter 6 provides information about the two main groups in this study, domestic 
workers and their employers. The focus is on differences in their social positioning on 
a number of levels:
• Providing information about the characteristics of employers who employ 
domestic workers, their income levels, their education, social status, how they 
become employers, and their primary reasons for employing domestic workers;
• Information on the characteristics of domestic workers, their income levels, their 
education, who becomes a domestic worker, their migration from rural areas and 
the stated reasons for accepting work as a domestic worker.
Chapter 7 examines in depth the ideas and forms of behaviour that comprise the 
dynamics of the relationship between domestic workers and their employers. It should 
be borne in mind throughout this analysis, that each relationship encountered was 
unique. The relationships I studied displayed the characteristics of power, but to 
greatly varying degrees. As seen from this chapter, a closer examination of the
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interaction between employers and domestic workers illustrates the ways in which the 
work environment shapes their relationships.
Chapter 8 discusses the conditions by which employers have emotional power over 
their domestic workers. A large proportion of domestic workers suffer from 
psychological states such as depression, loneliness, and stress. It is shown that 
domestic workers in this study are deprived of certain basic human rights. The 
explanatory form of argument in this chapter, as in the previous chapter, emphasises 
the daily life of both employers and their domestic workers. It will additionally 
explore the sources of conflict between domestic workers and their employers, 
including the view that the employer’s refusal to support the domestic worker 
psychologically creates a state of emotional deficit within the employee.
Chapter 9 is the final analysis chapter, and examines the quality o f the relationships 
between domestic workers and their employers. The attitudes and expectations that 
each side takes towards the other will also be illustrated. The assumptions and 
attitudes o f both domestic workers and the employers are significantly different, and 
this chapter shows the range of expectations between these two groups. Finally, this 
chapter also illustrates the subordinate role played by domestic workers in Thai 
society.
Chapter 10 puts the findings of the previous analysis chapters into a concluding 
framework. Special attention is given to how domestic workers and their employers 
manage their day-to-day relationships, which is also linked to the work of other 
authors. Blauner’s concept of alienation is given more attention in this final chapter, 
illustrating the usefulness of Blauner’s paradigm for understanding the findings of the 
thesis. Recommendations for further research topics will be proposed. Finally, various 
recommendations are made regarding policies to improve the working conditions and 
lives of domestic workers.
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Chapter 2 
Thailand: The Land of Smiles
The ‘roles’ women play in a society and the ‘statuses’ they are accorded are important 
concepts in this research. A complete study on these subjects would have to include a 
systematic analysis o f the range of roles women assume. It would also have to take 
into account the social and cultural contexts in which women’s roles are embedded, 
along with women’s reactions and adaptations towards their roles as society develops 
more rapidly, and work conditions change for them. To date, few studies on the roles 
of women in Thailand have been made. In the past, there was little difference 
between the roles of women in the rural areas and in cities in Thailand.
Before I can analyze the current situation of Thai women today, it is important to 
briefly examine the country’s history. Thai culture and its intersection with the family 
and the community have been for generations influenced by Mon, Khmer, Chinese, 
and Indian culture (Vajrathon, 1984). The Thai people have inherited Indian ideas 
about royalty, religion, literature, languages, and mythology, while business and 
finance had been influenced by the Chinese (Vajrathon, 1984). Most of all, Thai 
people have inherited the concept of the differences between men and women and 
differences between the role behaviour of women of different social classes 
(Vajrathon, 1984). One example of this is the vast differences in the lives of Thai 
women from royal families compared to those who work on the family farm. 
Between these two extremes, lies a large majority of women in trade and commerce.
2.1 Historical Background
There are conflicting opinions as to the origins of the Thais. Three decades ago it 
could be said, with presumed certainty, that the Thais originated in northwestern 
Szechuan in China about 4,500 years ago and later migrated down to their present 
homeland (The National Identity Office, Office of the Prime Minister, 1984). 
However, this theory has been altered by the discovery of remarkable prehistoric 
artifacts in the village of Ban Chiang in the Nong Han District of Udonthani Province 
in the Northeast. It now appears that the Thais might have originated here in Thailand
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and later scattered to various parts of Asia, including some parts of China (The 
National Identity Office, Office of the Prime Minister, 1995).
‘Siam’ is the name by which the country was known to the world until 1939 and again 
between 1945 and 1949. On May 11, 1949, an official proclamation changed the 
name of the country to ‘Prathet Thai’, or ‘Thailand’, by which it has since been 
known. The word ‘Thai’ means, ‘free’, and therefore ‘Thailand’ means, ‘Land of the 
Free’ (The National Identity Office, Office of the Prime Minister, 1995). Another 
word, ‘The Land of smiles’ sounds a trite title but is, in fact, a fitting description of 
the overall amicable nature of the Thai people (Wagle, 1998).
2.2 Geography
The Kingdom of Thailand is situated in the heart of the Southeast Asian mainland, 
covering an area of 513,115 square miles and extends about 1,620 kilometers from 
north to south and 775 kilometers from east to west (see Appendix A). It stretches 
from the Indochina Peninsula to the Malay Peninsula, bordered by the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic and Cambodia to the east, the Gulf of Thailand and Malaysia to 
the south, and the Andaman Sea and the Union of Burma to the west and north. 
Thailand is a warm and humid tropical country with a monsoon climate. 
Temperatures are highest in March and April with an annual average temperature of 
28 degree Celsius to 38 degrees Celsius, and humidity averages from 73 percent to 83 
percent (Ministry Of Foreign Affairs Thailand, 2000).
The country is divided into four natural regions: (1) the North, where temperatures in 
the winter are cool enough to permit cultivation of temperate fruits such as 
strawberries; (2) the Northeast region, an arid region characterized by a rolling 
surface and undulating hills (3) Central Thailand, the richest and most extensive rice- 
producing area in the country which has often been called the “Rice Bowl of Asia”. 
Bangkok, the capital of Thailand is located in this region, (4) the Isthmus of the south, 
whose heterogeneous topography encompasses hilly rubber plantations and fruit 
orchards (The National Identity Office, 1984).
The country is mostly homogeneous with respect to the nationality, citizenship and 
religion of its native-born population. Almost 99 percent of people residing in 
Thailand are Thai citizens. Its estimated population in 2000 was 61,878,746, of which 
around 10 million live in the capital city, Bangkok (Ministry o f Interior Thailand, 
2001). The composition of the Thai population by age group and gender in 2000 is 
shown in Table 2.1. However, not all are ethnic Thai; the culture and language of 
some 12 percent of the population are different to those of the ethnic Thai. The 
largest group is Chinese (Cooper and Cooper, 1986). The official national language, 
spoken by almost 100 percent of the population is Thai. It is a tonal language, 
uninflected, and predominantly monosyllabic and is a member o f the Isan group of 
languages. Most polysyllabic words in the vocabulary have been borrowed, mainly 
from Khmer, Pali or Sanskrit. Dialects are spoken in rural areas, while English is 
widely spoken and understood in major cities, particularly in Bangkok and other 
major cities. Buddhism is the national religion. There is total religious freedom and 
all faiths are allowed to practice and under the Thai constitution, the King is Buddhist, 
and upholds all religions. Ninety-five percent of the population reported themselves as 
Buddhists, 3.9 percent as Moslems, 0.5 percent a Christians; and 0.6 percent as 
belonging to other religious categories (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Thailand, 2000).
Table 2.1 Composition of Thailand population by age group and gender in 2000
Unit: %, Thousand
2000
Age group (year) Male Female Total
0-4 8.1 7.7 7.9
5-9 8.0 7.6 7.8
10-14 7.9 7.4 7.6
15-19 8.5 8.1 8.3
20-24 9.2 8.9 9.1
25-29 9.5 9.3 9.4
30-34 9.6 9.6 9.6
35-39 8.9 9.0 9.0
40-44 7.5 7.7 7.6
45-49 6.0 6.3 6.2
50-54 4.5 4.7 4.6
55-59 3.5 3.6 3.5
60-64 3.0 3.2 3.1
65-69 2.3 2.6 2.5
70+ 3.4 4.2 3.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total 31,019 31,301 62,320
Source: Pocket Thailand in Figures, 2001, Tablel2, and Page34
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2.3 Government and National Anthem
A democratically elected government governs Thailand with His Majesty King 
Bhumibol Adulyadej, Rama IX as Head of State since 1946. He is already the longest 
reigning Thai monarch (http://members.chello.nl/~p.kremersl/thailand/king.html). 
Under the constitution, the Parliament comprises 270 appointed senators and 391 
elected Members of Parliament. The Prime Minister is an elected MP and is selected 
from among the members of the House of Representatives. The country is divided 
into 76 provinces, each administered by an appointed governor. These provinces are 
sub-divided into districts, sub-districts, tambon, and villages (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs Thailand, 2000).
The national anthem is played on all ceremonial occasions o f national importance and 
while the national flag is being raised and lowered. Professor Phra Jenduriyang 
composed its music in 1932, while Colonel Luang Saranuprabhandh wrote the lyrics 
in 1939 (The National Identity office, 1984). A literal translation is as follows:
Thailand is the unity of Thai blood and body.
The whole country belongs to the Thai people, maintaining thus far for the
Thai.
All Thais intend to unite together.
Thais love peace, but do not fear to fight.
They will never let anyone threaten their independence.
They will sacrifice every drop of their blood to contribute to the nation, will
Serve their country with pride and prestige-fiill of victory. Chai Yo (Cheers) 
(The National Identity Office, 1995:7).
Importantly, Thailand is the only Southeast Asian country never to have been 
colonized by Western powers (Wagle, 1998). This undoubtedly accounts for 
Thailand’s unique character, continually developed during more than 700 years of 
independence (The National Identity Office, 1995).
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2.4 Interpretations of Thai Social Structure
Over the last five decades, there are two major interpretations that have been debated, 
namely, whether or not Thai social structure can be characterized as ‘loose’ or ‘tight’ 
in relation to social relations and the obligations that they engender.
2.4.1 Embree -  a loosely structured social system
The first interpretation, advanced by Embree (1950:182), characterized Thai society 
as a ‘loosely structured social system’ since it represented a ‘culture in which 
considerable variation of individual behaviour is sanctioned’ when compared with the 
more ‘rigid’ Japanese society. In support of his loosely structured paradigm, Embree 
points out that family members lacked a strong sense of obligation or duty to each 
other, and thus the family unit was not tightly bound; there are, however, set duties 
and obligations among Thai family members towards each other within the family 
unit. He quotes Chandruang (1940) who mentioned Buddhist rules o f family 
obligations: ‘These are duties of parents to their children: giving food, clothing, and 
shelter, forbidding wrongdoing, encouraging right conduct, giving education, assisting 
them in matrimony, and transferring properties to them in good time.’ Embree notes 
however, that this transmission was a female responsibility: ‘It is the mother who 
transmits these teachings to their children, not the father. She transmits them as sage 
advice rather than as mandatory obligations’ (Embree, 1950:183).
Embree’s depiction of Thailand as a loosely structured social system quickly gained 
in popularity and influence to such an extent that anthropologists working in Thailand 
became curiously reluctant to investigate further, or even try to explain Thai social 
structure in any other way. Embree’s theory implied that the attempt would be 
fruitless (Potter, 1977:4). Eventually, other Thai scholars were to discover flaws in 
Embree’s interpretation of the Thai family unit that had so long dominated Thai 
studies.
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2.4.2 Moerman -  a rigidly organized society
The second interpretation opposes Embree’s theory and claims that the Thai social 
system is not loosely structured, but rigidly organized. Moerman (1966) studied Thai 
society’s structural aspects, and found a large number of informal structural 
principles. First, he proposed that social behaviour is directed by numerous 
alternative principles, and that the individual is expected to choose the alternative 
which will best advance the interests of his or her family. In particular, he noted that 
economic alternatives heavily influenced the choices the individual Thai makes. In 
studying his research village, Moerman saw less similarity in what he was observing 
in terms of the loosely structured paradigm. In his view, ‘Individual variation, 
although characteristic, seems to be less striking than it is in some societies, which are 
rarely called loosely structured’ (Moerman, 1966:167).
Similarly, Thai scholars also began to doubt the validity of Embree’s paradigm. 
Punyodyana’s (1969) work began by comparing the relationship and interactions that 
local administrators had with the average peasant workers, discovering that rather 
than being ‘loosely organized,’ the relationships he observed were, in fact, governed 
by extensive structural norms. Even certain lists of formal acts existed to govern the 
interaction between the local bureaucrats and workers. This high level of formality 
gives Thai society a more tightly integrated culture than other cultures which lack 
such formalistic norms (Calavan, 1974).
In family relations, two scholars, Potter, J. (1976) and Potter, S. (1977), also noted 
that relationships were tightly organized. Potter, J (1976) listed eleven structural 
elements which seemed to generate rural Thai communities. These elements 
included: the extended stem family and compound; the bilateral kindred; neighbours 
and neighbourhoods; cooperative labour exchange groups; class and status divisions; 
the junior-senior (hierarchical) relationship; the entourage; political factions; the 
natural village community; the government’s administrative apparatus; and the 
temple. For Potter, J. (1976) all of these elements -  working singularly and together 
—  led to intricately intertwined social relationships and, thus, a tightly organized 
social system.
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Again, Potter, S. (1977) describes family life in Northern Thailand, observing in one 
family how economic behaviour of family members was influenced by the social 
structure of that family. She also suggested that the Northern Thai family structure 
was matrilineal. This female-centred system, as she labeled it, was a reflection of a 
delicate and complex order of roles, statuses and relationships. Her conclusions were 
that four significant guiding factors influenced family order: formal authority rested in 
the hands of men rather than women; the younger deferred to the elderly; elders 
assumed responsibility for the well-being of the younger; and family relations were 
primarily lineal in nature.
Bunnag (1971) was another scholar of Thailand who argued against the ‘loosely 
structured’ society put toward by Embree. He indicated that the unit of production in 
the household consisted of a core family of husband, wife and children. As the 
household aims to be self-sufficient in terms of labour and food, women are involved 
both in field and household chores while men perform fieldwork. Moreover, his 
analysis in urban settings showed that normally the husband’s work takes him away 
from home every day, and in such circumstances it is more difficult for a woman to 
take an active role outside the home.
2.5 Thai Family Structure: Roles in Historical Perspective
The best way to understand the social organization of Thai society is to examine the 
structure of its basic unit, the family. Nuclear and extended families form the basic 
structural units of Thai society (Juajan, 1996). The extended family unit typically 
consists of one or more of the following: maternal grandparents, parents, married 
daughters, and unmarried daughters and sons. Nuclear households, those containing 
no more than two generations, are found most notably in urban areas, although this 
type of unit can exist in rural areas as well (Podhisita, 1991). Within this research, I 
intend to focus on the major roles and duties of Thai women, which are associated 
with other key family members.
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2.5.1 Maternal grandparents
Within Thai communities, the elderly have always had high status, and are highly 
respected (Podhisita, 1991). It is commonly understood by the younger members of 
the household that grandparents, earlier in their lives, obtained the means by which 
their children, grandchildren and subsequent generations could acquire food, land, and 
other resources (Podhisita, 1991). Grandparents thus represent the familiar base, 
particularly in extended families.
At this time in their lives, grandparents are the lynchpins around which village social 
interaction revolves, specifically interaction in the family and extended family. In this 
position, grandparents are relatively free from many major economic activities, 
although they are still very active in many caring areas such as child care, nutrition, 
meal preparation, and child feeding (Sobha, 1996; Thai Studies Program, 1984). Also 
important is the contributions they make to the socialisation of their grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren, especially in instilling in them traditional norms, attitudes and 
values (National Commission on Women’s Affairs, 1993).
2.5.2 Parents role
The power exercised by a husband and his wife within the Thai family is an important 
structural indicator. Typically in Thai families, in both rural and urban homes, the 
father is the central authority, and he assumes the primary responsibility for the 
welfare of the members of the family (Podhisita, 1991). Any outside affairs are 
subject unilaterally to the father’s decisions (Podhisita, 1991). The mother’s sphere of 
power centres on the housing compound, and the care o f its living areas and 
constituent members (Muntarbhom et al., 1990). This area represents the domestic 
domain and her authority, roles and duties are centred on this realm.
Yoddumnem-Attig et al. (1985) present the traditional picture of a parent’s role in 
Thai society. The married couple’s major responsibilities are seen as centring on three 
areas: providing for their children until adulthood; securing assets (such as property) 
for child inheritance; and encouraging daughters to marry in order to ensure parental 
old age security, and continuation of the family line. Traditionally, parental roles and
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responsibilities have placed a high value on children in Thai society (Women’s 
Studies Program, 1991), as we can see in the Thai proverb ‘Loog Mai Lon Mai Kai 
Ton1’. Most scholarly treatments of the value of children in Thai society have 
focused on the economic benefits and costs of raising them to adulthood (Chutikul, 
1982). Kerry (1991), for instance, points out that children are economically valuable 
to their parents as a future source of labour and as a means of old age security. He 
further indicates that since children are valuable to parents, the reproductive strategy 
of parents in peasant societies may be explained simply as having as many children as 
possible, but with an ideal interval between births.
Related research supports Nag’s (1978) postulation, namely that Thai parents see their 
offspring as the basis for a dependency reversal later in life ( Y oddumnem-Attig, 
1985; Soonthomdhada, 1987). Basically, children are valuable to parents due to their 
ability to care for them in their old age, and to provide merit for them after their 
passing into the afterlife2 (Sa-iad, 1993). Upon reaching their advanced years, parents 
will spend an increased amount of time performing ‘merit making’ for their ancestors, 
and also observing religious precepts to better enhance their rebirth prospects 
( Y oddumnem-Attig, 1985). On the other hand, children assume responsibility for the 
family economy.
Because the value of children is tied into their economic potential, there are high 
expectations placed on them for future assistance especially in rural areas (Komin, 
1989). In one survey, eighty percent of urban lower class and rural respondents stated 
that they expect to rely on their children in old age, confirming this pattern of reliance 
(National Commission on Women’s Affairs, 1995). Further, it seems that the parental 
role and duties, as well as the value of children, have altered primarily in response to 
the increased importance of education. In the recent rapid pace of socio-economic 
change, parents have begun to raise their children to seek advanced education 
followed by a high paying job, instead of the more traditional approach of marriage
1 Loog Mai Lon Mai Kai Ton (Thai proverb) means ‘Chip o ff the old block’
2 The concept o f ‘merit’ among Thai Buddhists can best be described by comparing it loosely to the 
Roman Catholic idea o f  Purgatory; usually begun immediately after death, it is customary for family 
members to honour their departed relatives by donating to those who have taken a vow o f  strict 
religious adherence, e.g., monks, thus ensuring a quicker passage into Nirvana for the dearly departed, 
or at least for a propitious position in the next life.
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first (Juajan, 1996). In this scheme, children have now become the deposits into which 
parental time and energy are poured, rather than maintaining their prior role as 
valuable contributors to the household (Muntarbhom et ah, 1990). In the meantime, 
parents still value children and view education as one main long-term investment 
(Juajan, 1996), which helps ensure that a child can obtain stable and successful 
employment for the benefit o f the child and their parents. A principal effect of this 
change is that children are less able to help with fieldwork and house chores 
(Buripakdi, 1977), since most of their time is spent in school and studying.
This change in emphasis of the roles of Thai children seems to predominate in urban 
centres, where economic development has occurred at a more rapid pace. Since 
education and/or successful employment for young Thais has become the preferred 
method of economic advancement, the need for larger families to ensure economic 
maintenance has lessened among urban families. In rural villages, the employment 
opportunities within urban areas have prompted working-age children to travel into 
urban areas for work. This has, in turn, triggered a shift in the roles of rural parents, 
who will urge their children to look for jobs in cities as factory workers or domestic 
workers, and will alternatively take on more roles of housekeeping. For parents, 
domestic work has become a preferred avenue for many young Thai women from 
these rural villages. Thus, the role of rural Thai parents has shifted to preparing their 
children, especially daughters, for work in the urban centres, since this will ensure 
greater economic viability for the families.
2.5.3 Roles of children
Officially, a Thai baby receives his or her name usually from a monk, relative or their 
own parents, and thereafter is listed as an individual in the records of the local village 
leader (National Commission on Women’s Affairs, 1993). Soon after birth, the 
child’s close family and friends typically will give him or her a sobriquet; intimates 
will continue to call the child by this nickname for the rest of its life everywhere i.e., 
school, workplace, surrounding communities, and of course at home. For example, 
my official name is Wilailak, but people normally call me by my shorten name, Laila. 
It is not uncommon for an individual to have trouble remembering his or her given
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name after several years, sometimes even forgetting it altogether after a long enough 
period (National Commission on Women’s Affairs, 1993).
A son’s role changes according to his life course position. Traditionally, an 
unmarried son provided his birth family with both his labour and additionally a stable 
economic base (Sobha, 1996). After marriage, a son will move into his in-law’s 
house, providing extra labour for his in-law’s fields (Sobha, 1996). This move may 
also have the practical benefit o f avoiding potential rivalry between mother and 
daughter-in-law in assuming control of the household affairs (National Identity 
Office, 1995). Despite this transfer, the son will still fulfill his familial duty by 
forming an alliance between his in-laws and his own family household (Muntarbhom 
et al., 1990). This alliance often proves valuable in times of need.
A daughter is expected to take her husband in to her house, where he will also provide 
care and support for her parents and younger siblings (Karpur-Fic, 1998). In rural 
areas the new husband’s duties will primarily consist of working the land to produce 
foods from different areas, and providing assistance when family members fall ill 
(Pongsapich et al., 1991). In return for this added service, a piece of the wife’s family 
land is partitioned off and given to the new couple in order to raise their own family 
(Kapur-Fic, 1998). Eventually, the last daughter will remain unmarried to assist her 
parents, as they grow older (Podhisita, 1984; Yoddumnem, 1985; Kapur-Fic, 1998). It 
is the custom among Thai siblings to render aid whenever and wherever it is requested 
(Muntarbhom et al., 1990), one example of which is the need for a baby-sitter. Often 
older siblings care for younger ones through baby-sitting, feeding, providing clothes, 
and emotional support. This responsibility becomes more significant when both 
parents are infirm or dead. Once this occurs, the eldest sibling - typically a married 
daughter - takes over the parental role and cares for her younger siblings, treating 
them as if they were her own children (Yoddumnem, 1985; Muntarbhom, 1990). The 
relationship that exists between sisters within the same family typically becomes 
stronger than between brother and sister, due to the brother’s removal from the family 
home and into the role of his wife’s provider (Sobha, 1996). Once removed, he is not 
as able to help compared to the sisters that remain (Sobha, 1996). His major 
responsibility becomes supporting his wife and her family.
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However, the roles of children have changed in a number of ways. How much the son 
or daughter is able to accomplish through education will affect the degree of support 
they can render to their extent family (Juajan, 1996). For the children that attain 
higher education, the parents are generally willing to forgo any immediate assistance 
they could receive, in favour of potential long-term parental support. Children who 
attain a lower, although primary, level of education, can still assist their parents by 
labouring on the family’s lands, or else through migration to obtain a job elsewhere 
can help their parents more quickly by providing sources of family labour or by 
providing money if they migrate out of the village for work (Orapin, 1996). Another 
recent trend has been for daughters to seek higher education, thus potentially 
signifying a shift in the burden of caring for elderly parents to the sons, since they will 
more often stay in the village to get married and raise a family (National Commission 
on Women’s Affairs, 1993). The role of the husband in providing parental support is 
no longer unilateral, and in many cases couples provide assistance to both sets of 
parents (Juajan, 1996). This is especially the case when either elderly parent or 
parents-in-law do not have any alternative source of old age security.
Lastly, the high value of education also influences the roles and duties o f siblings. It 
is still the custom for the older siblings to financially support younger siblings who 
are in school, seeking to advance their education (Ghosh, 1990). This is especially 
true for the youngest sibling in the household. This obligation often affects the life 
course decisions of older siblings, such as their career or marriage.
2.5.4 Husband and wife role
The family structure in Thailand is authoritarian in nature. The husband is the primary 
decision-maker, and his decisions will steer the family’s course throughout his 
married life (Thai Studies Program, 1984). The picture of husband and wife roles in 
Thai society follows the age-old view of husbands as ‘breadwinners’ and wives as 
‘homemakers’ (Andaya, 1998). This characteristic is still apparent in rural areas, but 
less so in urban Thai society. Historically Thai women were the silent and passive 
partners of men, and were largely confined to the house (Ockey, 1999). Outside of 
the household, the husband was primarily in charge of dealing with others, especially 
in the case of high-ranking officials or the wealthy (Andaya, 1998). Within the family,
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a husband and wife share an equal level of responsibility. Each obligation to the 
family unit is shared between the spouses, with both shouldering the burdens of 
support. Frequently, a wife addresses or calls her husband by the term ‘phii’2 
(Jintana, 1997). A husband-wife relationship is also seen as similar to sibling 
relationships, the same type of loyalty and duty being emphasized between married 
partners in couples.
Within both urban and rural areas, however, the present situation surrounding women 
in Thailand has changed. Although not the official household head, a Thai woman 
nonetheless may play a central role in household management, especially where it 
concerns economic matters (National Commission on Women’s Affairs, 1995). Thai 
women often serve as the financial manager, in addition to their principal roles of 
mother and wife. However, the productive activities of the household are the 
responsibilities of both men and women, and both are expected to contribute (Andaya, 
1998). Increasing economic demands on the Thai family have contributed to a 
breakdown of the once sharply distinct line dividing so-called ‘women’s’ work from 
‘men’s’ work (Orapin, 1996).
Husband and wife are expected to equally share responsibility for most of the problem 
areas of family life (Andaya, 1998). In addition, both spouses will decide on matters 
pertaining to family social activities, e.g. religious rites, having insurance, as well as 
the education of their children. When it comes to choices in the area of family 
planning, a couple will discuss together the number of children they would like to 
have, and whether they are going to use birth control methods (Handley, 1991).
Among the village’s agricultural activities, such as farming, tobacco cultivation and 
vegetable gardening, women participate almost equally in all areas of production and 
services (Pensri, 1996). Both male and female adult members of the village will 
spend about 75-85 percent of their time in agricultural activities (Ministry of Labor 
and Social Welfare, 1996).
2 Elder brother
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2.6. Individual Role Behaviour, Expectations and Adaptations of Women in 
Thailand
2.6.1 Thai women and their individual role: past
Sobha (1996) outlines in her book Traditional, Present and Future Role o f  Women in 
Thai Society, how to be a success at marriage in terms of the traditional view of Thai 
women. A Thai woman who married a wealthy man could count on support for the 
rest of her life. This support would guarantee that she would not have to work outside 
of the home. Inside the home, her primary responsibility would be to supervise her 
staff of domestic workers, who in turn would perform all the household chores at her 
bidding. Left free, the wife would be sure to remain in her husband’s favour, often 
receiving as a reward lands and finances and, of course, her husband’s devoted 
attention. Working outside the home was not really an option for women in this 
position, because the husband would suffer a significant loss in self-image by being 
perceived by others as unable to adequately support his family (Sobha, 1996).
Overall, Thai women were able to achieve a significant level of authority within the 
household as a result o f the traditional family structure (Thai Studies Program, 1984). 
At the same time, Thai women were socialised to emphasise subservient behaviour 
more than men. The primary reason for this social norm had to do with the rite of 
passage men had to undergo before attaining adulthood, a rite that was long in 
duration and hence respected (Muntarbhom et al., 1990). Men were expected to pass 
through a rite o f passage ordination as a monk, fulfilling a traditional aspect of 
Buddhist culture (Sobha, 1996). Podhisita (1991) explained that in the past a man 
who did not enter the monkhood was considered ‘unripe,’ whereas one who did so 
was regarded as a ‘ripe’ person, or one who was fit to take on the responsibilities of 
adulthood, and more specifically marriage and family life. No male over 18 including 
the King is exempt from this vow. This obligation on the males of Thai society is 
ubiquitous, and has the same significance from the largest urban centre to the most 
remote village in Thailand. By virtue of this training, men were held to have earned a 
higher respect than women by having been exposed to spiritual teachings, thus 
elevating them in Thai society. A man who completed his spiritual obligation through 
spending a period as a monk would be allowed to take his mother into heaven;
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furthermore, a man who married afterwards could take his wife into heaven with him 
as well.
In contrast, Thai women were traditionally taught by their mothers and grandmothers 
to leave the important responsibilities of earning money and providing food to men 
alone (Vajrathon, 1984). This special sense of responsibility is ‘drummed into the 
ears of young girls.’ The ideal for Thai women’s behaviour may be best described by 
citing at some length translated pieces from ‘A Maxim for Ladies’ (Ovaht Krasattri), 
written in 1844 by Sunthom Phu, a famous Thai poet, who continues to form part of 
the school curriculum and whose advice to women continues to be wistfully cited by 
Thai romantics:
Walk slowly. While walking, do not swing your arms too m uch.. .do not 
sway your breasts, do not run fingers through your hair, and do not talk.
Do not stare at anything, particularly a man, to the point where he can tell 
what’s going on in your m ind.. .do not run after men.
.... love and be faithful to your husband 
.... be humble in front of your husband
.... when your husband goes to bed, wai3 him at his feet every night without 
fail. When he has aches and pains, massage him, then you may go to sleep. 
...get up before your husband and prepare water for him to w ash... 
while your husband is eating, sit and watch him near by so that when he 
needs something he does not have to raise his voice. Wait until he finishes 
before you eat (quote in Cooper and Cooper, 1986:45).
2.6.2 Thai women and their individual role: present
Since the inception o f a comprehensive economic plan by the World Bank for 
development in Thailand just thirty years ago, major changes in economic structure 
and social development have occurred within Thai society (World Bank, 1991). The 
family has ceased to be the major unit o f household production and consumption.
3 The lower the head comes down to meet the thumbs o f  both hands, pressed palms together and held 
fingers upwards, the more respect is shown. Cooper and Cooper (1986:7) mentioned that ‘do not wai 
servants, labourers or other people o f  an obviously lower social status than yours’
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Economie influences have affected relations among household members, and family 
ties have changed as a result (Sobha, 1996). The roles of husbands and wives, parents 
and their siblings, have been changed into non-traditional forms.
The presence of women participating in the labour market has resulted in the 
increased economic independence of women. Two main factors, which have 
supported these changes, are mentioned throughout many studies. They are the 
revolutionary changes in the economy, and the opportunity to obtain higher education 
(Jintana, 1997; Orapin, 1996; Phananiramai, 1997). These factors could be said to be 
responsible for the expansion in employment opportunities for women (Jintana, 
1997), and in reducing the likelihood that relationships for women are solely 
marriage-oriented (Phananiramai, 1997). Due to the decrease in the typical family 
size and the resultant reduction in the number o f workers in a family, the women’s 
occupational role is becoming even more crucial for ensuring the future financial 
security of herself and her husband (Orapin, 1996). Likewise, a more visible 
occupational role for women is becoming increasingly accepted by Thai society in 
general. Data from both household and national labour force surveys show supportive 
evidence of women’s entry into previously male-dominated professions (National 
Statistical Office, 1997).
2.7 Domestic Role Behaviour Among Thai Women
Historically, the household has been the most common unit of agricultural production. 
According to Epstein (1982), there are typically five phases in women’s role in 
relation to the domestic life cycle. First is the preparation phase, where the younger 
generation receives their first socialisation centred on the values of life. The second 
phase, the adaptation phase, crystallises in marriage and the establishment of new 
domestic units. The third, the expansion phase, concerns the processes of 
reproduction and child rearing. In this phase, women have at least two burdens: 
looking after their children, and participating in the labour market. The fourth phase, 
the consolidation phase, has been described as the completion o f early childhood, 
when the children are old enough to contribute to the household and older siblings 
begin to get married. In the final phase, the dispersal phase, the marriage of the
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children results in a change in the role of women from mother to grandmother, and the 
mother begins to instruct the younger generation in traditional customs and norms.
Similarly, Dixon (1978) has pointed out that paid employment during the expansion 
phase may negatively affect a woman’s fertility. For instance, she hypothesised that 
an increase in women’s productivity outside the home can lead to lower fertility. 
However, participation in the labour force has not necessarily been shown to 
influence Thai women’s preference for having children.
2.7.1 Household Production
It is often found that the division of labour between men and women varies in 
proportion to the level of the complexity of work, particularly in terms of household 
production (Orapin, 1996). One of the most common facets of life for women around 
the world, regardless of class or culture, is that they are primarily responsible for child 
rearing and for household work (Sobha, 1996). Both reflect a woman’s role and 
status in the family.
Traditionally, marriage laws provide evidence of a disregard for women as marital 
equals in Thai society (Women’s Studies Program, 1991). Until recent times, 
polygamy was widespread, and women were socialised to accept their roles as 
collective wives to a single husband (Muntarbhom, et ah, 1990; Sobha, 1996). 
Women existed to serve their husbands, and took primary responsibility for household 
chores. In the years before 1922, women commonly were active in farming along with 
their domestic duties (Tonguthai, 1995) and their domestic role varied according to 
the composition of the domestic group and their stage of life. According to Jintana 
(1997), the changing Thai economy has transformed Thai women’s domestic roles 
accordingly; currently, women make up nearly half of the economically active 
population. In rural areas where women perform two roles at the same time: working 
in the field and managing household chores, it is difficult to separate women’s 
economic activity from their unpaid contribution to household management (Sobha,
1996). A survey by the National Statistical Office (1999) showed that women 
contributed 65% of the labour for rice cultivation; 100% for vegetable and home 
gardening; 80% for soil improvement; 50% for plant protection; 70% for farm
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management; 50% for harvesting; 100% for food preservation and food processing; 
and 50% for animal husbandry.
2.7.2 Thai Women’s Domestic Role in Rural areas
The domestic role of rural Thai women was examined in an intensive study conducted 
by Soonthomdhada et al. (1987) that studied forty married women in two villages 
located in the Northeast o f Thailand to elucidate women’s role regarding domestic 
work. The hierarchy of productive and reproductive roles of the women was observed 
within four categories. First, there are women who are fully involved in production 
with a minimal role in domestic work. Next are those who are equally involved in 
both production and domestic work. The third category consists of those who 
participate minimally in production in order to cope with domestic duties; and finally, 
the fourth category consists of those who are fully involved in reproductive work at 
home only.
The conclusion from the research was that older women were more likely to work in 
the rice field, while younger women tended to be involved primarily in household 
chores. In smaller households, husbands and wives were both involved in crop 
cultivation, with many of the tasks pre-determined by season. During land 
preparation, husbands and wives who had young children worked differently from 
couples without young children. The differences in role selection reflected the 
changes across the domestic life cycle, but also can include factors such as position 
within the household hierarchy, or economic status (Soonthomhada et al., 1987).
Many studies have shown that Thai women usually directly manage or make 
decisions on household commodity purchases, distribution and marketing of produce, 
and seeking money for family needs (Soonthomhada, 1987; Sobha, 1996; Jintana,
1997). Thus, the degree of power and authority of women when particular decisions 
have to be taken can be relatively high. However, it has been shown in previous 
studies (Soonthomhada, 1987), that women sought advice or agreement from their 
husbands if a large amount of money was involved. From the same study, it was 
shown that women play an important role in family management regardless of age, 
family size, land holdings, and economic activities, and regardless of whether they
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were fully involved in production with a minimal role in domestic work or were fully 
involved in both production and domestic work. Thai women can be seen normally to 
control the ‘household purse’ as well as typically to manage the distribution and 
marketing of the household’s agricultural products.
2.7.3 Thai Women’s Domestic Role in Urban Areas
In a study on care of young children in Bangkok, Richter et al. (1991) examined how 
urban Thai women are managing their , childcare and work responsibilities. 
Respondents viewed child rearing as different from the past in three ways: 1) that the 
cost of living, including childbearing, is much higher nowadays, meaning that most 
women with young children must work outside the home; 2) that family distance has 
increased, meaning that children are more self-reliant at a younger age and that they 
may lack a warm and secure atmosphere; and 3) that modem life and especially living 
in an urban environment makes child rearing more complicated. Women preferred to 
rely on relatives and particularly the grandmother to care for young children if 
possible, but many were forced to turn to day care centres, or domestic workers or 
even live separately from their child. This evidence reflects changes in domestic 
work among urban Thai women in the midst of change in economic structure and 
their responsibilities outside the household.
Women in urban settings tend to display different patterns of domestic responsibilities 
from their rural counterparts. Urban wives and mothers may face a choice or conflict 
between leisure, childcare, housework, work in the informal sector, and work in the 
market. Chutikul (1982) explained factors affecting a reduction of domestic role 
among urban women in the sense that mother’s participation in the formal labour 
market is encouraged by higher wages, and wages are increased by her experience, 
not her formal schooling. Thus, women in urban areas increasingly see as alternatives 
household work and work in the labour market.
Richter et al. (1991) found that there were clear preferences among urban women in 
who would care for young children if no relatives were available, and that these 
preferences were rooted in the woman’s status. For instance, a woman of the lower 
classes would often employ neighbours care for her young children, while upper class
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women preferred a live-in servant. If a woman had higher education, she would tend 
to prefer enrolling children into a nursery or pre-school at a young age.
2.8 Conclusion
The status of Thai women today has its roots in ancient times, when roles were 
assumed by virtue of living in an agricultural, family-based society, and upon the 
traditional beliefs o f Theravada Buddhism. Scholars have differed over whether the 
overall structure of Thai society is loosely or rigidly-organized; however, it is clear 
that much of the family structure has changed little over time, with the family still 
forming the most basic unit o f Thai society. Some differences have emerged between 
urban centres and rural villages. The roles of grandparents at the centre of family life, 
and the repositories of cultural knowledge have changed little. Economic factors have 
had a greater impact on the roles of husbands and wives, and especially children. 
Parents, who in most cases share family decisions equally, have participated in the 
shift from raising as many children as possible to adulthood, to preparing their 
children for higher education and better-paid jobs. This has resulted in a change in 
the traditional role o f children, although they still bear much of the responsibility for 
financial support of the ageing generations above them. For Thai women, the social 
and economic transformation of their culture has produced drastic changes in the care 
of their families, and in the decisions they must make. Whereas in the past, child- 
rearing and household duties dominated their roles, and still do to a larger extent in 
rural villages today, women, particularly in urban settings, balance choices regarding 
leisure, paid employment and childcare. Thus, this leads to a consideration of the role 
of the domestic worker, the rural woman whose life will be transformed by her 
entrance into urban society.
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Chapter 3
Domestic Workers Globally
This chapter will draw out various views of ‘domestic work.’ It will pay special 
attention to some of the basic perspectives of Pahl (1984), who identifies ‘household 
work strategies whereby the available labour within a household, rather than that 
available just to an individual, is the basis upon which work inside and outside the 
home, within and without the formal economy, is organised’ (Pahl, 1984 cited in 
Grint, 1998:30). Furthermore, the definitions of ‘domestic workers’ by various 
authors will be discussed and classified. In the chapter’s second part, literature on 
domestic workers world-wide, i.e. in Europe, Asia, South Africa, America and the 
Middle East, and from various different studies conducted both within government 
and by individual researchers will be used to establish world-wide trends, leading to a 
more detailed understanding concerning the specific issue of domestic service in 
Thailand.
The definition o f the so-called ‘informal sector’ in three countries, Indonesia, The 
Republic of Korea and finally Thailand, will be discussed to explain how domestic 
work is one aspect o f the informal sector in Thailand. The research of Korsiepom 
(1991) and The Foundation for Child Development (2001) provide helpful guidelines 
to portray the situation of the Thai domestic worker.
This chapter focuses down on the domestic worker in Udonthani, referring to the 
statistics provided by the National Statistical Office (2000) to explain why many 
young women from rural villages migrate to become domestic workers. Finally, this 
chapter will focus on international standards for migrant domestic workers and on 
national legislation covering employment contracts and rights of domestic workers, as 
covered in the works o f Abrera-Mangahas (1992) Heyzer and Wee (1992) and 
Goonesekere (1992).
3.1 Definition of ‘Domestic Workers’
It is not possible to fully consider the situation of domestic workers without 
specifying what the term really means. Many scholars have defined the term
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‘domestic worker’ using various different definitions. The principal definition is 
expressed as a person who performs in-house services for an individual or a family 
(Bose and Acosta-Blen, 1995). They do things such as housekeeping, or provide care, 
supervision or personal assistance to children or people who are elderly, ill or disabled 
(Ontario Ministry of Labour, 2002). Bose and Acosta-Blen (1995) have divided 
domestic workers into two categories: the live-in workers and the workers who keep a 
separate residence from the employers. The domestic workers are either paid in 
money, or in the form of food and lodging (Bose and Acosta-Blen, 1995).
Colen and Sanjek (1990, cited in Constable, 1997:7) prefer the term ‘household 
worker’ to more stigmatised terms such as ‘servant,’ ‘domestic worker’ or ‘maid.’ In 
contrast, Constable (1997:7) preferred to use the term ‘domestic worker’ to refer to 
‘paid household workers’ because of its specific meaning and political connotations.
In terms of employment, the Ontario Ministry of Labour (2002) described ‘domestic 
workers’ as people employed directly by householders and not by a business or 
agency. An employee who is hired by a business, agency or any person other than the 
householder to perform homemaking services for a householder is classified as a 
‘homemaker’ and subject to special rules. A householder is someone who owns or 
rents the home where the domestic work is done (Ontario Ministry of Labour, 2002). 
According to their report, domestic workers are classified as employees who work full 
or part-time and live outside of or with the employers (Ontario Ministry of Labour, 
2002). Therefore, employees who perform work, such as gardeners, chauffeurs, 
kitchen staff, cleaners working for a hotel, nurses and governesses, are not considered 
domestic workers.
Anderson (2000:15) mentioned that ‘the domestic workers actually did all the 
household chores and more, including cleaning their employer’s workplaces, cleaning 
the houses of friends and relatives of their employers and other tasks too numerous to 
list.’ Arat-Kog (1989) has stated that since domestic work touches on issues of 
intimate, personal relations, it may be better considered a labour o f love. When 
considered in this way it helps to explain how it is ideologically invisible as a form of 
‘real work’ with a status that is hard to change even when it becomes a salaried 
position. It has also been suggested that on a qualitative level, paid housework done
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for employers is significantly different from housework done by family members for 
their own families (Romeo, 1992). Constable (1993:xiii) states that ‘these women are 
part of a growing transnational labour force who have often left their own families 
behind in order to earn money by cleaning, cooking, and caring for the children of 
their employers’.
It is the definition by the Ontario Ministry of Labour, and also used by Arat-Koc, and 
Romero, which I have chosen to adopt as a guideline. The reason is that in relation to 
domestic workers in Thailand, the work that domestic workers do involves the whole 
household of the employer and the employer’s family: it is domestic help that is 
generally provided for all individuals regardless of their age or status. Furthermore, 
most domestic workers in Thailand live with the employer’s family, thus their 
relationship with their employers is closer than in other employer-employee 
relationship, when housework is done at the employer’s home which is different from 
the domestic worker’s own home.
3.2 The Concept of Domestic Work
Wherever attempts are made to describe what domestic work actually is, the analyst 
usually falls into the problem of defining all the tasks that are performed (Anderson, 
2000). Suffice it to state that there is no widely accepted definition of ‘domestic 
work’ since it is far from clear precisely what it encompasses (Berheide et ah, 1976). 
Weinert has also remarked that the failure to precisely define domestic work is a 
reflection of the general societal view that domestic work is not a viable economic 
activity. She argues, however, that domestic work ‘contributes just as much to a 
smooth functioning of that society as any other work’ (Weinert, 1991:5). Chandler 
(1991:119), in her study of women without husbands, suggests that ‘household chores 
are defined in a narrow, female-derived way which can limit empirical enquiry into 
men’s contribution, as well as the domestic implications of their absence.’
For most, the first assumption is that domestic service is exclusively house cleaning. 
This fails to take into account the tasks of meal preparation, caring for clothing, and 
children or elderly that may all be equally necessary (Berheide et ah, 1976). It is now 
understood that ‘household work involves activities outside just housework, for
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example, shopping, gardening, fixing the plumbing, painting the walls, ferrying 
children to school, bearing and bringing up infants, organizing family recreation and 
entertainment, etc.’ (Grint, 1998:30). It may also include, for example, ‘chauffeuring 
of children and teacher interactions’ (Hedges, and Barnett, 1972:10). Generally 
speaking, domestic work is considered to be in the realm o f ‘unskilled labour’ as it 
requires no training, degrees, or licenses, and it has traditionally been assumed that 
any woman could fill the necessary requirements for the job (Dill, 1988).
When considering the physical tasks involved, Anderson (2000) suggests that 
domestic work is not just physical, but also necessarily involves components of 
emotional and mental dexterity required to plan meals from day to day with what is 
available in the kitchen, and the skill to make a meal that not only tastes delicious but 
is also nutritious. Thus domestic work can demand a skilful approach both in terms of 
time management and performance, maintenance and restoration (Ehremeich and 
English, 1975).
Lennin (1994) makes the following statement about domestic work:
‘Even when women have fiill rights, they still remain factually downtrodden because all housework is 
left to them. In most cases, housework is the most unproductive, the most barbarous and the most 
arduous work a women can do. It is exceptionally petty and does not include anything that would in 
any way promote the development o f  the women.’ (V.I.Lenin, cited in Bullock, 1994: 32).
While productivity in the market can be calculated, productivity in the home cannot 
(Bose et al., 1983). Hence, Bose et al. (1983:54) defined ‘household production as 
work in the home or household economic work; some activities are literally 
production; while others are consumption and management.’ From a capitalist 
viewpoint, domestic work is the reproduction of labour-power occurring daily and 
through successive generations (Himmelweit and Mohun, 1977). For this reason, 
Marx and many other writers talked of the production and reproduction of labour- 
power.
In the same way that the definition of a domestic worker eludes precise boundaries, so 
does the concept of service. Only recently has the concept of domestic work been
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studied seriously, since it has been inhibited by its long-standing identification with 
women’s work and hence unskilled labour. Because domestic service encompasses 
variably household chores as well as tasks in other areas (plumbing, maintenance, 
child-care, etc.) the definition keeps evolving into newer meanings. What is not vague 
about this field o f work, however, is that it can no longer be deemed ‘unskilled’ as the 
balance of roles the worker fills must be handled with a considerable amount of 
mental adroitness. The problem remains of how to place domestic workers within 
society along with other types of employment, since it does not lend itself easily to 
competing theories of capital management and labour production.
3.3 Domestic Workers Globally
One problem with domestic work is that there is often the need to import a labour 
force to continually supply the growing demands of the world’s wealthy. In some 
cases, as in the developed world, much o f  the supply is from beyond the borders of 
most nations, typically consisting of poor immigrants from developing countries 
looking to gain a foothold in the wealthier ones. In other cases, as in Thailand for 
example, the supply comes from within its own borders, from the rural villages, which 
stand in contrast to the richer urban centres where the nation’s capital is concentrated. 
In this section, I examine the economic trends that have taken place in the world, and 
seek to understand how economics, gender and age play a role in determining who 
supplies the supply of migrant workers.
The year 1995 marked a serious downturn in the economic crisis already occurring in 
Thailand and many other developing countries in Asia; it was a period rife with 
government indebtedness and unsuccessful internal economic policies. The resultant 
recession triggered a sharp increase in international migration to many developed 
countries, resulting in an increase in the number of Asians entering the domestic 
service job market. Western Europe, due to an increased demand for cheap, unskilled 
labour in the expanding Western economies, has been the main destination for 
considerable migratory flows over the past three decades (Weinert, 1991).
Likewise, in Latin America, which incidentally has the world’s highest percentage of 
household employees, two out of three women who emigrate to seek work end up as
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domestic workers (Prado, 1980, cited in Weinert, 1991). Even the Foreign Office in 
the United Kingdom for example, is not in favour o f measures that restrict wealthy 
people from bringing their migrant domestic workers with them (Gould, 1998).
Domestic work is a major occupation for women in many Third World countries. It is 
generally felt among researchers that ‘the Middle East oil-producing countries will 
continue to need foreign domestic workers, in the foreseeable future’ (Heyzer et al, 
1992:10). Shah et al found that the dependency of households on migrant domestic 
workers had increased over time in Kuwait before the first Gulf war (Shah et al, 1991, 
cited in Heyzer et al, 1992). She also suggested that ‘domestic workers fulfil an 
important role in increasing the social status of a household’ (ibid: 10).
The next section will examine literature that documents characteristics of workers 
worldwide, including age, gender, education, and various background data on the 
workers and their host countries.
3.3.1 Age
Most domestic workers from many surveys and research in developing countries 
appear to be between 12 and 17 years old. However, there are significant numbers of 
domestic workers in various countries who routinely begin working as domestic 
workers before reaching adolescence. In Chennai, India, it was discovered that 25 
percent of domestic workers interviewed began working prior to turning nine years of 
age, and 65 percent began work between the ages of nine and 12 (Anti-Slavery 
International and Arunodhaya, 1999). One in three middle-income households in 
Colombo, Sri Lanka, had a child less than 14 years o f age as a domestic worker. If 
the number o f middle-income households in Colombo is 120,000, this would result in 
a figure o f 40,000 children in domestic service (Childscope, 1997). Finally, in 
Venezuela, it has been determined that more than 25 percent of domestic workers are 
said to be under 10 years of age (ILO, 1996). As can be seen from these global 
statistics, the number of underage domestic workers is astounding. However, many of 
these countries represent nations where poverty is rife, so workers must often begin to 
look for income at an early age.
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3.3.2 Gender
Ninety percent o f domestic workers are estimated to be women (Social Alert, 2000). 
Independent studies from different countries tend to confirm this estimate. In the 
Philippines, it was found that in 1997, nine out of ten domestic workers were female 
(Camacho, 1997). However, there are strong regional differences. In contrast to Latin 
America, where nearly all domestic workers tend to be females, in Asia significant 
numbers of workers are boys (Salter, 1997). It is estimated that out o f the almost 20 
million workers in India that are engaged in domestic work, nearly 92 percent are 
women, girls and children (Social Alert, 2000). By way of example, Bangladesh’s 
domestic workforce contains 17 percent of men (Lhalungpa et al., 1999). In many 
societies, women traditionally have limited job options outside of the home apart from 
work in the fields, because they are kept in for their protection. At the same time, 
male household workers are more likely to be found outside the house planting the 
garden, looking after cars, or helping in the employer’s business. In the Asian nation 
of Nepal, more than half of the domestic workers were men (Pradhan, 1995). Despite 
these statistics, women are preferred to men by some employers because they tend to 
be more silent and submissive and will demonstrate a reticence against fleeing their 
jobs (Pradhan, 1995). From this data, therefore, it is clear that the worldwide trend, 
with few exceptions, tends towards women in overwhelming numbers as constituting 
the bulk of the domestic workforce.
3.3.3 Education
Many studies have been done on the large mass of Filipino domestic workers in Hong 
Kong (Migration News, 1998; Korsiepom, 1991; Constable, 1997; French, 1986), 
where Filipinos account for the vast majority of domestic workers. Even though the 
number of Thai domestic workers in Hong Kong increased by 1993, it is seen as 
unlikely that any group will displace the Filipinos as the majority there (Constable, 
1993). Despite exhibiting high levels of education, it is seen as unlikely that the 
Filipino workers will find another line of work (Anderson, 2000). Another example 
from France shows Filipinos have surpassed every other group of domestic workers 
in the academic credentials they have achieved (Anderson, 2000).
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In Togo, if  young domestic workers begin work before puberty, they usually will not 
attend more than primary school; once they enter domestic service, they generally are 
too busy to continue with their education (Anti-Slavery, 1994). A common point of 
view among employers in India is that if  their workers are literate, they are not fit for 
housework (Salter, 1997).
In a study o f American-born black domestic workers in New York and Philadelphia 
Dill (1994) found that most domestic workers would have liked their children to have 
the same opportunities for higher education as their employer’s children, despite their 
own lack of educational opportunity. So, from this data, it is apparent that education 
may not affect the decision to continue in domestic work, but clearly the decision to 
enter domestic work will almost certainly have an effect on educational opportunities.
3.3.4 Socio-Economic background
Many studies have suggested that domestic workers most commonly come from poor, 
often large, rural families. However, other factors that determine the likelihood of 
women becoming domestic workers must also be taken into account from several 
research studies. In some countries, particular religious groups who are regarded as 
subservient have traditionally supplied others with domestic workers. In India and 
Nepal, many domestic workers come from low-status groups (Pradhan, 1995). 
Unquestionably, the migration of large numbers of women and adolescents in Sri 
Lanka has created a demand for younger children to fill the vacuum left behind. 
Similarly, in Latin America, the domestic worker’s ethnic background might 
influence the employer’s outlook towards them as ‘deserving’ to occupy a lower 
status (Human Rights Research, 2000). Data collected from certain South African 
countries shows a tendency among those in power due to cultural or ethnic prejudices 
to exploit the oppressed groups within their own societies (Social Alert, 2000).
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3.4 The conditions of work of domestic workers globally
When domestic workers are from other countries, then the matter of their treatment at 
the hands of their employers becomes of considerable concern. Typically, the 
immigrant workers lack any sort of bargaining power over either their working 
contracts or wages, and often are paid less than the national average of the country 
they are in. The conditions that workers find themselves in are often outside the 
regulation of the host countries, and are akin in many ways to slave-like conditions. 
Although it draws from data about domestic workers’ conditions worldwide, this 
thesis will not attempt to document in detail the variety of circumstances that all 
foreign domestics face. Instead, it will focus on the situation o f domestic workers 
working within one city in Thailand as an example o f how domestic workers 
throughout Thailand exist daily, and the challenges they face working for their 
wealthier employers.
3.4.1 Terms of employment
In general, the social, cultural and economic factors that have led to citizens entering 
domestic work and which hold them there are often reflected in the current 
employment conditions (Anderson, 2000). How domestic workers are paid is a major 
factor. Generally speaking, workers’ wages have been established through various 
research projects undertaken around the world, although reaching precise figures may 
well be impossible. For instance, although there is no well-documented evidence on 
the level of wages paid to foreign female domestic worker in Italy, it has been stated 
that remuneration rates are low and in a lot of cases under the minimum wage 
(Weinert, 1991). According to Korsiepom (1989) who studied Thai and Filipino 
domestic workers in Italy, their monthly salary was less than the minimum required 
wage by law of 40,000 to 80,000 Lire. However, the incomes of domestic workers in 
Italy are still higher than earnings in their home country. For example, the salary of a 
Thai domestic worker in Italy is 10 to 15 times higher than one of a lower 
professional worker in Thailand (Korsiepom, 1989).
Likewise, many foreign domestic workers in the United Kingdom earn only about 
half the average British wage (Anderson, 1993). They accept these conditions
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because, as opposed to the wages they receive abroad, the salaries for professional or 
white collar workers in their home countries measure up to just one-third of what they 
are currently earning as domestic workers (Anderson, 1993). In France, illegal 
migrant workers occupy the lowest paid occupational category among all employment 
sectors (Prado, 1980, cited in Weinert, 1991).
Non-payment is a significant problem for all domestic workers throughout Greece, 
regardless of national origin, especially those who participate in casual employment 
(Anderson, 2000). In Greece it is not unusual for families to employ women for the 
summer, take them to the islands on holiday and then discharge them without pay 
(Anderson, 2000). A survey conducted in Bangladesh showed that 16 percent of 
domestic workers directly received their wages, while 45 percent had wages given to 
their parents or guardians, and an incredible 25 percent received no wages at all 
(Lhalungpa et al., 1999). In Paraguay, it was found that young indigenous domestics 
were paid primarily in material goods, and at best received half as much as other 
women workers, due to illegal discrimination against the internal indigenous 
population (Prado, 1980, cited in Weinert, 1991).
In many countries children find themselves bonded to an employer to pay off debts 
that were incurred by their parents. From these various reports, it is clear that 
economic discrimination and deprivation occurs around the globe. Even in developed 
nations, the problem has yet to be eliminated of foreign domestic workers receiving 
salaries well below legal limits, and their treatment in developing countries continues 
to go unremedied. A parallel situation to India exists in Thailand, where young girls 
are traded off for debt money that the parents have borrowed from a wealthy family. 
These girls are treated as the property, more or less, of the wealthy family, and many 
are trapped in a life o f virtual slavery. Their wages more often go to their families, 
and the domestic workers never see any of the money they labour for.
3.4.2 Working conditions
Even though there are agreements about hours of work and tasks allocated to some 
domestic workers, especially those with contracts like foreign domestic workers; most 
employers neglect the laws or terms of the contracts. Thus domestic workers in most
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countries fall into the situation of doing what their employer asks them to do at any 
time of the day or night. The conditions of these workers have been illustrated in 
several studies mentioned below.
Some early writers like Magnus (1934) studied the social, economic, and legal status 
of migrant domestic workers in Europe, United Kingdom, and the United States. He 
pointed out that the worker was in an environment that was alien to their upbringing, 
culture, and class origins and usually was isolated from friends and family. Dill 
(1994) researched the lives of 26 American bom black domestic workers in two large 
American cities (New York and Philadelphia). The workers were all bom in America, 
and yet their experiences were similar in some ways to foreign-bom domestic 
workers, which could be attributable to class and ethnic status. For example, the 
women received treatment commensurate with the view that their work was extremely 
low-class.
In Italy, it has been mostly the case that employees work and live within the 
employer’s household. Additionally, they lack personal living space and freedom 
(Korsiepom, 1989). Similarly, Spain’s laws prescribe a 40-hour workweek and 36 
hours of rest although substantial evidence suggests that this rule is habitually ignored 
(Weinert, 1991). In the United Kingdom, many foreign domestic workers are indeed 
isolated; and furthermore, since they are subject to restrictive immigration laws, they 
become dependent on their employers to a far greater extent than in their own 
countries (Anderson, 1993).
Palmer (1987) studied the hours of work, pay and other conditions for women hired as 
domestic workers and the perceptions of housewife employers towards their work 
responsibilities. It was observed that workers were specifically responsible for the 
heaviest duties, for example heavy cleaning, laundry, meal preparation for the 
household, and clearing up afterwards. Often the workload is amended periodically 
with childcare, although it was noted that none of the other chores could be 
extenuated by the extra duty, and would have to be fulfilled while the employer would 
go out for the entire evening.
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A survey by Cock (1989) of 225 domestic workers in Eastern Cape, South Africa, 
illustrated the injustices of employment in this nation: for example, low wages, 
excessively long hours, hard physical labour and having to live outside of the 
employer’s home. In this study, the author concluded that there was a paternalistic 
dependence in which the domestic worker is considered and treated as a child of the 
household. Elsewhere in Africa, notably in Benin and Mali, domestic workers 
regularly are treated to long days when it is impossible for the workers to obtain time 
off, or to receive any other rights related to their working conditions (Social Alert, 
2000).
In these examples, we can see that working conditions around the world are more than 
balanced on the side of employers, but are also indelibly unfair to the workers in 
terms of the physical requirements that are placed on them while attending to the 
duties for which they are already underpaid.
3.4.3 Exploitation and Sexual Exploitation
Studies in Bangladesh, Venezuela, India, Sri Lanka, Hong Kong, and the United
Kingdom, show that migrant domestic workers are on occasion physically and 
sexually abused by their employers (Khan and Lynch, 1997, Abbott, 1997, 
Childscope, 1997, Constable, 1997, Anderson, 2000)
Germany, in comparison to other European countries, has relatively few foreign 
women working as domestic workers; however, studies show that among the 
population of domestic workers, abuse of all forms has taken place (Anderson, 2000). 
Anderson (2000) states that while sexual abuse and harassment does not occur any 
more often in Berlin, there exists nonetheless a link between domestic work and 
sexual exploitation in this low-paid population of workers. It was found that several 
Thai women working there as domestic workers were living in slave-like conditions, 
and some were unpaid (Anderson, 2000). An earlier study by Anderson shows how 
live-in domestic workers are more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation than those 
who live outside of the home; undocumented domestic workers are terminated 
without any possibility of redress and have no representative contractual or legal 
rights (Anderson, 1997).
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Two London-based NGOs, Kalayyan, and the Commission for Filipino Migrant 
Workers, conducted interviews with approximately 4,000 domestic workers who fled 
their employers’ homes in the UK (Estrella-Gust, 1999). A sample of 755 of these 
workers provided proof that physical abuse occurred in significant percentages, and 
that their basic human rights were ignored in recurring ways. The sample produced 
the following statistics of note: 88 percent were threatened, insulted, or shouted at; 38 
percent were physically abused or beaten; eleven percent were sexually assaulted or 
raped; seventeen percent worked 16 to 20 hour days; fifty-five percent had 
experienced having their wages withheld; ninety percent were denied any vacation 
time off or holidays; sixty-two percent had employers who withheld their passports, 
and 35 percent had experienced house detention.
In Fiji, incredibly 80 percent of domestic workers reported that their employers had 
sexually abused them (Social Alert, 2000). Similarly, a study in Bangladesh of 71 
domestic workers showed that 25 percent of the girls interviewed confessed that they 
had been sexually abused, and seven admitted they had been raped (Lhalungpa and 
Noble, 1999). In M alaysia it was reported that foreign domestic workers have been 
subjected to physical abuses (Women’s Aid Organisation, 2000). In further tragic 
examples of exploitation from Sri Lanka, advocates for domestic workers testified 
about abuse against domestic workers. In the Juvenile Court in Colombo, Sri Lanka, 
cases revealed that employers abused their domestic workers in various ways, for 
example: branding, pouring boiling water on them, putting chilli powder on their 
tongues, beatings and even stabbings (Goonesekere, 1993).
In recent years in Thailand, cases of physical abuse towards domestic worker at the 
hands of angry or impatient employers have reportedly increased. News reports of 
cases involving slapping, scratching, kicking and other dehumanising treatment of 
domestic workers, most often young girls and women, have seemed to burgeon to 
new levels (Bangkok Post, 2000). Whatever abuse domestic workers encounter at 
work there seems to be unquestioning acceptance. In contrast, as is increasingly 
shown on newscasts in recent years, a growing number of employers have been killed 
or hurt by their domestic workers in retaliation. Stories point to domestic workers who 
were not satisfied, or who complained or shouted to such an extent that some
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employers felt frightened about their valuables. A case in point was a maid that was 
charged with stealing seven million Bath in cash and valuables from her employer’s 
home on October28, 2000 (Bangkok Post, 2000).
As seen from the literature review in this section, the abuse o f domestic workers goes 
beyond simple economic or social exploitation. Among domestic workers throughout 
the world, and even in the developed nations, sexual and physical abuse is taking 
place on a regular basis. Most of the previous work has been on migrant domestic 
workers, but the focus of this research will be on to what extent similar treatment is 
given to domestic workers in Thailand who are themselves Thai in origin.
3.5 Domestic Workers in Thailand: Informal Sector
The informal sector is a critical part of the economy and labour markets in many 
developing countries, and as such is indispensable in creating jobs and income 
opportunities (Hussmanns et al., 1993). Additionally, many ‘displaced’ employees 
from the formal sector find themselves taking refuge in the informal sector, the direct 
result o f which has been a glut of available labour and a decline in wages (Wiebe, 
1996).
3.5.1 Definition of Informal Sector
One of the most important concepts to emerge in recent years in the field of 
development is the ‘informal economy’ or ‘informal sector’ (Portes, 1983:152). In 
1993, the Fifteenth International conference of Labour Statisticians defined the 
informal sector not in terms of the characteristics of the persons involved or of their 
jobs, but instead in terms of the production units in which the activities take place 
(International Labour Office, 1993).
Within the Republic of Korea, experts consider the informal sector to include self- 
employed persons whether or not they have family helping them, and also small 
businesses with fewer than five workers (Hussmanns et al., 1993). In 1993, the 
informal sector within Indonesia accounted for a sizeable portion of the total
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workforce, according to a World Bank report, while the formal sector accounted for 
less than 32 percent of the total workforce (Wiebe, 1996). Peattie considers most 
urban workers to be participants in the informal sector (Peattie, 1980 cited in Portes, 
1983).
Similarly, the National Statistical Office (NSO) of Thailand gave the following 
definition of the informal sector: ‘enterprises typically operating on a small scale with 
a low level o f organization, low and uncertain wages, and no social welfare and 
security’ (NSO, 1994:42). The importance of the concept of the ‘informal sector’ 
within the overall employment outlook of the world cannot be overstated. As a 
conceptual tool, it helps to categorise, if somewhat loosely, a significant majority of 
the workforce that exists in developing nations.
3.5.2 Informal Sector in Thailand
According to a survey of Thailand undertaken in 1989 by the National Statistical 
Office, 71 percent of the total employed workforce was in the informal sector. By 
1994 this peaked at over 75 percent; and by 2000 had declined to 63 percent of the 
total labour force. The informal sector accounts for 51 percent of all enterprises in the 
manufacturing, trade and service sectors including domestic workers. It also accounts 
for 23 percent o f all employed labour in the non-agricultural sectors, compared with 
21 percent for the formal sector (National Statistical Office Thailand, 1989; 1994; 
2000.) The largest proportions of employment in the formal sector were in electricity, 
gas, water, and sanitary services, services and manufacturing, while in the informal 
sector they were in the agriculture, commerce, transport and construction industries 
(Labour Force Survey, 1994). Employed women were somewhat more likely to work 
in the informal sector than men as shown on figure 3.1. Additionally, as shown on 
figure 3.2, the northeast region seems to have more informal employment than 
anywhere else in the country, which includes Udonthani province.
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Figure 3.1 Percentage of Employed Men and Women in the Inform al Sector by 
age group in Thailand
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Figure 3.2 Percentage of Employed Men and Women in the Inform al Sector by 
Region, Thailand
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Domestic work, traditional handicraft production, manufacturing of export goods and 
small-scale enterprises with fewer than 10 workers, are generally what are thought of 
as belonging to the informal sector in Thailand (Theeravit, 1999). Typically, the 
informal sector is classified as having the following divisions: hired labour, 
production labour, small trading with no capital investment, and general services 
(Laohong, 1996; Theeravit, 1999). In general, the informal sector is recognised as 
having neither structure, nor a need to be registered, no labour regulations, having no 
clear cut employer-employee relationship in the work arrangements, and possessing 
low capital investment (Muntarbhom, 1985).
There is a correlation between working in the informal sector and being poor: a higher 
percentage of those in the informal sector, compared with the formal sector, are poor. 
Furthermore, this overlap proves to be greater for women than for men. 
Obhasanond (1996) and Theeravit (1999) reported that women are attracted to the 
informal sector for the following reasons: 1) easy entry; 2) labour intensiveness; 3) 
small scale with low cost; 4) technology which requires low skill or less formal 
education.
3.5.3 Domestic Workers in Thailand in the Informal Sector
Historically, household work in Thailand is an important field of gainful employment, 
which has existed for many decades. As mentioned in chapter 1, the common practice 
of enlisting the assistance of older children in domestic chores in food preparation, 
gardening, housework, or looking after young siblings, is culturally acceptable in 
Thailand, especially for girls (Asian Development Bank, 2001). With these girls 
taking on the responsibility o f their mother’s household chores, it makes it possible 
for the mothers to continue having children, because they cannot do some chores 
while caring for an infant. The siblings are seen as taking on ‘normal’ family 
responsibilities. They are often deprived of their right to education because they 
need to help their families at home.
Housework is so strongly associated with women’s roles in Thailand that some 
domestic workers enter domestic work out o f familiarity and cultural norms. Most 
young girls begin by working at home following their mother’s example, and then
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continue doing the same work for hire as adult women, without realising that they 
were practically denied the choice to do otherwise by being caught in the flow of 
tradition. Traditionally, females have migrated from rural areas, where they were 
typically farm or orchard workers, to urban areas where better job opportunities exist 
for them (Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development, 1999) and domestic 
work was one important means of entry into the labour market. Additionally, there is 
international migration among women to places where domestic work can be found; 
for example, Hong Kong, where large numbers of Thai women have, since the mid 
1980s, sought domestic worker employment (Asia-Pacific Mission for Migrant 
Filipinos, 1992, cited in Heyzer et al, 1992).
It is important to recognise that the demeaning nature of domestic work in Thailand is 
reinforced by popular culture through, for example, television characters that are 
stereotyped as low-class, menial and ‘gossipy’ about their employers. Labelling the 
workers ‘jeaw4’, after popular television serials, is frequently as a term of derision. 
Because of the invisibility of domestic service in Thailand, it is not known how many 
women are actually employed in that field.
Hitherto, there has been little research into indigenous domestic workers in 
developing economies; and just two research studies on domestic workers from 
Thailand. One critical research study was conducted by The Foundation for Child 
Development (F.C.D, 2001), which tracked the migration of child-aged domestic 
workers. Currently, the standard used by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare 
office classifies a ‘child’ as being under 18 years of age (Ministry o f Labour and 
Social Welfare, 1998). The sample used for the research was not representative and 
consisted of 40 child domestic workers interviewed in many different areas of 
Thailand, e.g. Bangkok, Trad, Samt Prakan, Khon Kaen5, among others. To obtain 
their sample, the F.C.D. received data from five sources: Foundation involvement in 
abuse cases that were reported to the Foundation; from the adult schools; from child 
labour activities that the F.C.D sponsored for children on Sundays; from employers 
that the F.C.D contacted or had heard of through public relations; and from random
4 Jaew is named from the movies in Thailand and has become a stereotypical name for domestic 
workers.
5 Provinces in Thailand
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contacts in the market or public park. Among the sample, there were 24 child 
domestic workers still working with their employers, and 16 former child domestic 
workers who had a previous history of being exploited by their employers, but who no 
longer worked as domestic workers. When separated according to national origin, 
there were 20 Thai child domestic workers, 11 Burmese (Myanmar), 8 from Laos, and 
1 child worker from Cambodia. As an additional note, 16 out o f the 20 Thai child 
domestic workers were from the northeast region, showing a disproportionately 
higher number than the rest of the country.
There was apparently no information in this research showing how old any of the 
child domestic workers were. The research did show, however, that the majority of 
the children were female. While most of them had finished primary school, 7 of the 
children admitted that they had never attended any school. From the interviews, it 
was determined that the primary family occupation was agricultural. The average 
number of siblings of their interviewees was 3-5, while most of the child domestic 
workers were the second or the third one of their family. Interestingly, they found 
that approximately two-thirds (27) of the children had parents currently living 
together, but the remaining one-third (13) came from a home with either a divorced 
and single parent, a deceased father or mother, or in some cases being raised by their 
grandparent(s). In this study, it was shown that some of the children worked 23-hour 
shifts, starting from 3 am until 2 am on the next day, while accruing an average salary 
of about 1,700 -2,000 baht per month.6 This research showed that child domestic 
workers were routinely subjected to mistreatment by their employers, ranging from 
harassment to sexual and other forms of abuse.
Out of this study, the research team attempted to portray the general situation of child 
domestic workers in Thailand, as shown in the fact that they did not use any age 
criteria when identifying their subjects. Moreover, the researchers interviewed both 
those children who were now still working and those who used to work as domestic 
workers, but did not differentiate the different treatment between the two groups 
based on that criterion. Furthermore, those child domestic workers who immigrated 
from outside the country were not separated from the Thai child domestic workers.
6 1 pound = 74 baht (thus 2,000 baht = 27 pounds)
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This research seemed to be aimed at giving a general picture o f the child domestic 
worker’s daily life in Thailand. Semi-structured interviews were not utilised, nor 
were any basic questions asked about the lives of the children to relate to how well 
they were being treated. However, the research did produce data showing a 
countrywide picture o f how employers in Thailand had exploited child domestic 
workers in similar ways.
Korsiepom (1991) was another researcher who produced related data on Thai and 
Filipina domestic workers in Rome, Italy. Using secondary data collection and 
analysis from the Italian household and family census data, she contacted 200 female 
domestic workers from the Philippines, 100 female domestic workers from Thailand. 
The Thai in her sample group represented approximately 90 percent o f the total 
population of Thai female domestic workers in Rome in 1989. She also interviewed 
three mothers of domestic workers in Thailand, and three in the Philippines.
The main finding of her research was the difference between the two ethnic groups. 
The Thai domestic workers followed Italian employers who had worked in Thailand 
but had returned to Italy, while most of the Filipina domestic workers had entered 
Italy illegally by boat or train. The Thai domestic workers had lower integration and 
high isolation due to the language barrier and different religion. The Filipinas had 
higher integration and less isolation because of their language ability and religious 
faith (Catholicism). Both ethnic groups had similar motivations for migration -  better 
wages and living conditions, but another factor was the emergence of households with 
one or two aging parental figures and the need of the children to find work to take 
care financially o f their elderly relatives. Because of an inadequate social welfare 
service, reliance on outside support was the only option for many.
However, the Thai and Filipina domestic workers differed significantly in terms o f 
their education and age. Thais had an average of four years’ education and an average 
age of about 40, while the Filipinas had high school or university education and their 
average age was from mid-20s to mid-30s. Korsiepom finds that the theory is valid. 
It anticipates a flow of male migrants following the migration of these female 
domestic workers. It also anticipates intermarriage between lower class Italian males
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with foreign domestic workers, forming a class characterised by income and ethnic 
background.
Among the interviews with mothers of women who migrated to become workers 
themselves, it was found that the patterns were different than for the present 
generation (Korsiepom, 1991). Specifically, she found that at the time of the previous 
generation, Thai women did not migrate because the nation was at a pre-industrial 
stage. Finally, her findings strongly indicated that structural factors— economic, social 
and demographic were influential in inducing both internal and international flows of 
female labour migration.
Korsiepom (1991) utilized theories of adaptation o f the classic Demographic 
Transition theory to explain her findings, rather than using a grounded theory 
approach. Moreover, in her findings, she reported six aspects, only one of which was 
the employment and the work relationship with their Italian employers. Korsiepom ’s 
research therefore is less relevant to this present study, as she did not interview any 
employers; thus it is difficult to extrapolate from her findings the differentiation of 
power that exists in the relationship between employers and workers.
In sum, the two research studies cited above only interviewed one side of the 
domestic work issue, which was the domestic worker herself. However, both research 
studies present useful data to aid in seeing the overall picture of domestic workers in 
Thailand, how their struggles are not limited to from where they originate nor their 
age group. The studies were lacking in identifying deeper, more substantive details of 
the power imbalance between domestic workers and their employers, and how this 
affects the workers’ options for improving themselves. Much can be learned from the 
studies on overseas domestic workers: how their rights to good working and living 
conditions have not been protected in even the developed nations; and how the 
reliance by the wealthy in host nations continues to proliferate a need for workers who 
have been displaced by the collapse of the formal sector in many Asian nations. This 
present study hopes to fill in some of the gaps left by previous researchers who did 
not seek to add the factor o f the employer and how their own life experiences and 
attitudes help propagate the culture of exploitation of domestic workers.
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3.5.4 Domestic Workers in Udonthani
Most of the large cities in Thailand can absorb relatively large numbers of workers 
migrating from other regions in the country, and therefore cities are considered the 
centre of the country’s employment (Department of Labour Protection and Welfare, 
1998). Rural migrant workers, like the ones from Udonthani, try to find jobs and an 
affordable place to live as soon as they possibly can once they have arrived in the 
cities. With no experience, skills, or knowledge, and with no guidelines to help them, 
domestic work often seems the easiest choice for them to try. After settling down 
with a family, they may be reluctant to transfer to another employer. It is assumed 
that domestic workers do not have any negotiating power, and their employers may 
abuse them (The Foundation for Child Development, 2001). In addition, they do not 
receive job security, welfare, bonus or vacation, and get paid less than the minimum 
wage. Even though they work longer hours without holidays, they still get an 
inadequate income with no chance to bargain for better wages (The Foundation for 
Child Development, 2001). In all cases, the employers are responsible for their 
domestic workers’ health problems with only enough concern to cover what is 
essential for them to continue working.
The field of domestic service is essential to the economy and provides much-needed 
employment, but it often leaves the workers demeaned and disregarded (Anderson, 
2000). A number of women in Udonthani, particularly those from rural villages, 
desire to go abroad to work, but cannot afford the money that they have to pay to the 
recruitment employment agencies. These labour placement agencies serve as the 
conduit through which Thais can find work overseas; but to find employment as 
something other than a domestic worker can be difficult, due to the prohibitively high 
fees these agencies charge those seeking overseas employment. For example, one 
such company which places Thais abroad seeks fees of up to 150,000 baht for work as 
a house-builder in Taiwan; and work in the high-salary district domestic service sector 
in Hong Kong costs from 80,000-150,000 per person before placement (National 
Statistical Office, 2000.) These agents persuade the villagers with a promise of a 
well-paid job, which will earn them more money than work at home. On the other 
hand, it should be understood that prospective western employers seek out these 
agencies usually because foreign workers are easy to control, and have little voice due
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to the threat of deportation and the resultant financial loss. The field is bustling with 
prospective employees in ever-increasing numbers, so worker have much to lose if 
they are returned to their home countries for speaking out.
Thus, according to National Statistical Office (2000), this group of women in most 
cases lack the chance to go abroad and work; so many of them enter domestic service 
in Udonthani or other big cities in Thailand instead. Many o f the domestic workers 
coming to work with their employers made the decision following the urging of 
family members or a guardian. The main impetus for the decision to work is to earn 
income for the family, since most domestic workers come from extremely poor 
families. In some cases, these women have been abandoned or come from single 
parent families and are very vulnerable. In other circumstances, the parents of these 
domestic workers decided to let their children go to work because they either knew 
the broker, or else they trusted the recommendation of people from the same village. 
Sometimes the parents are not even aware of the nature of the work and the working 
conditions that their children will be forced into. Although not necessarily 
hazardous, domestic service may well put women into vulnerable positions, often 
leaving them open to be exploited and with little opportunity for protection, especially 
within Thailand.
3.6 Domestic Work and the Employment Contract
Heyzer and Wee (1992) stated a regional policy and action research project on the 
trade in domestic workers and made various recommendations to respond to the needs 
of migrant female domestic workers. They indicated that where live-in domestic 
workers live and work in the same place, the boundary between work and leisure is 
unclear. Hence, they are potentially at the ‘beck and call’ o f the employer at all hours 
of the day and night. They, therefore, lose their personal liberty and control over their 
time.
Heyzer and Wee (1992) recommend that in the long term there is a need to legislate 
fair living and working conditions for migrant female domestic workers, which would 
also contribute to the personal growth and the development o f the country or the 
region as a whole. In the medium term, they call for the development of a policy
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framework, which would ensure that female domestic workers were under the 
protection of Convention 97 of the 1949 and Convention 143 of the 1975 International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) recommendations. They also call for regional agencies to 
monitor domestic work. In the short-term, they stress the need for a database of 
domestic workers regionally, nationally and internationally and the need for action to 
regulate working conditions for these women. They also reported the fact that as 
domestic workers’ work separated them from one another, it was difficult for them to 
organise for change. Therefore, Heyzer et al. suggested that attempts to solve certain 
problems are usually taken individually, rather than collectively, for example, by 
seeking another employer or re-migrating to another receiving country.
Abrera-Mangahas (1992) stated that the International Labour Organisation (ILO) has 
adopted standards for the employment of workers and that these standards apply to 
both native and foreign workers, as well as covering a wide range of contractual 
issues. However, in many countries, domestic workers do not come under the 
employment acts due to the private nature and family situation o f the domestic 
workers. In fact, there are very few countries, which have established regulations 
regarding domestic workers' rights. This is mainly because many cultures regard 
housework - specifically cleaning, cooking and child rearing - as traditionally 
women's work and not really productive work.
Since there are no existing national standards regarding hours o f work, wages or 
income for wives and mothers, it is not surprising that there are none for domestic 
workers either (Abrera-Mangahas, 1992.) Abrera-Mangahas (1992) stated that in 
areas of national and social policy, local employment rules and regulations concerning 
wages, minimum conditions, hours, etc do not cover domestic work. In fact, domestic 
work is not considered as part of the labour force in many countries._On this subject 
of the employment contract, she argues that there are some specific guidelines to 
follow: for example, before departure migrant domestic workers should have the right 
to receive a written employment contract covering conditions of work and terms of 
employment, particularly the rate of pay. In addition, the domestic workers should 
receive a copy of the contract in writing, and the occupational category for which she 
is engaged together with a document outlining other conditions of work. However, 
Abrera-Mangahas indicates that the employers do not share the commitment to
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impose standard contracts, particularly when it comes to enforcement. There is often 
talk about the need to educate illiterate, uneducated domestic workers, but there is no 
attempt to try to educate and inform employers concerning the need for contractual 
regulation. On this point employers are fully ignorant o f their own obligations as 
employers o f domestic workers.
Finally, Goonesekere (1992) disagrees with the laws in many Middle Eastern 
countries, for instance in Bahrain, that the legal system recognises a kind of 
indentured labour which means a worker cannot leave employment during the period 
of the contract. So, if  a woman leaves employment, she becomes a deserter and she 
exposes herself to criminal prosecution. She recommends that these laws on domestic 
service must be reviewed and reformed. Since domestic workers are not covered in 
many countries by labour codes, it is vital that domestic service should be subject to 
regulatory controls. A certain amount of reciprocity between countries in respect of 
recognition and enforcement of a judgement on the contractual agreement is essential 
if a migrant worker’s contract is to provide meaningful relief. There should be 
reciprocity and a similarity between the contract laws on domestic labour, between 
the sending country and the receiving country.
3.7 Conclusion
This chapter has used available research to illustrate the situation of domestic workers 
around the world. Europe, Latin America, America, Asia, Africa and the Middle East 
have all been the subject o f research documenting the regulation and treatment of 
domestic workers within and without their borders. This chapter showed the 
phenomenon of the economic downturn that propelled a huge increase in the number 
of domestic workers available to the global economy. Each country has one or more 
of the migrating reasons, which underpin the issue of domestic workers. The research 
data showed how poor, mostly women workers, were migrating from poor countries 
to fill the need for the wealthier nations to have domestic servants.
Globally, there are similarities that can be identified among all domestic workers, 
regardless of national origin. Most workers are between 12-17 years of age when 
they first begin working in this field, with some nations such as India having workers
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start as young as nine. In large part, the lower age of workers is due to the rife poverty 
in the home country, where income opportunities must be sought at younger ages 
purely as a means of survival. In terms of gender, some sources estimate that upwards 
of 90 percent of domestic workers in most places are women, with minor exceptions 
in certain Asian nations. Traditional gender roles assigned to housework as ‘women’s 
work’ play a large part in this gender imbalance.
In most instances, the terms of employment are decidedly one-sided. The employers 
hold all the cards, since most workers sign on for reasons of economic or familial 
duress (such as to pay for a male sibling’s tuition in school); hence, the workers are 
essentially powerless to complain or stand up for themselves. Generally, domestic 
workers earn far less than other workers, and since in many cases they are foreigners, 
the laws of the host country are unlikely to provide much in the way of contract 
enforcement. With few exceptions, the domestic workers globally are under educated 
and many confess to not ever attending school because of the young age at which they 
start. To conclude this study of conditions, this chapter cited several reports 
concerning the ubiquitous instances of physical, mental and sexual abuse experienced 
at the hands of employers, even in European and other developed nations. O f specific 
importance to this thesis is to note that the same sorts of abuse and power imbalances 
that relate to migrant domestic work outside o f Thailand may also be relevant to 
workers who migrate within the borders to work.
To narrow the focus to Thailand and Udonthani, the specific site o f this study, this 
chapter dealt with the umbrella concept under which domestic employment falls, i.e., 
the so-called informal sector. Not being a precise term has made exactitude difficult 
for researchers, but in general the informal sector is considered to be the vast and 
mostly underpaid class o f employees whose livelihoods put them below the radar of 
‘official’ statistics. Officially speaking, the informal sector has even been extended to 
include self-employed and small businesses with fewer than 10 employees. However, 
most records agree that the informal sector accounts for the majority of the workforce 
in many developing nations, such as Thailand.
Thailand’s informal sector accounts for over 50 percent of its total workforce overall. 
The positions are occupied mostly by women who migrate from rural areas in search
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of urban employment that is attractive to them for a variety of reasons. The jobs they 
seek and often find require low skill and are labour intensive, and hence are easy for 
them to enter into. Many young girls in villages like in Udonthani begin their careers 
following in their mother’s traditional roles at home, and hence they find entry into a 
field like domestic work to be almost natural, with the added benefit o f obtaining 
money for their own families at home.
Many other studies have documented the life and struggles of workers worldwide, but 
none to date have explored satisfactorily the dimension that the employers bring to 
understanding the situation as a whole. In the chapters that follow, this study will 
document and expound on the unique influences the employers exhibit on 
understanding the lives of domestic workers. By exploring previously unstudied areas 
of the domestic workers’ lives, new avenues of hope may be offered as the 
psychological aspects of the power struggles that exist between workers and 
employers are explored for perhaps the first time.
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Chapter 4
Domestic Workers and Alienation
After outlining the literature on domestic workers worldwide in the previous chapter, 
this chapter will focus on how ‘alienation’ applies to domestic work and domestic 
workers experience in their workplace. The concepts of ‘alienation’ will be 
examined in terms of how different aspects apply to domestic work.
This chapter will be approached based on the themes o f Marx (1959:68-69) of the 
‘alienation of the worker in his product’ :
“If then the product o f labour is alienation, production itself must be 
active alienation, the alienation of activity, the activity of 
alienation...Labour is external to the worker, i.e. it does not belong to 
his essential being; that in his work therefore, he does not affirm himself 
but denies himself, does not feel content but unhappy, does not develop 
freely his mental and physical energy but mortifies his body and ruins 
his mind. The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and 
in his work feels outside himself. He is at home when he is not working,
and when he is working he is not at home. His labour is therefore not 
voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labour”
The four types o f alienation outlined by Blauner (1964) will provide the main
guideline in this chapter, which will lead to a comparison o f how far his concepts of
alienation apply within the lives of domestic workers. Finally, Newby’s (1977) work 
about the deferential behaviour of the farm worker will be examined in terms of how 
this behaviour might be related to the nature of control exercised by employers over 
domestic workers.
4.1 Concepts of Alienation
Alienation, as it has found its way into our everyday vocabulary, highlights the 
importance that society places upon social science conceptualisations and also shows
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the extent to which modem descriptions of important post-industrialist societal 
constructs can be understood through the use of this term (Ludz, 1976). Alienation is 
also used as ‘a concept in empirical research, where it is usually seen as belonging to 
the subjective sphere’ (Ludz, 1976:6). A short definition of the concept of ‘alienation’ 
in its many perspectives may be useful at this point. In relation to the term and 
concept of alienation in general, Edwards (1967:76) stated that:
The term ‘alienation’ has many different meanings in everyday life, in 
science, and in philosophy; most of them can be regarded as 
modifications o f one broad meaning.. .the meaning in which alienation 
is the act, through which something or somebody becomes alien to 
something or somebody else.
One of the most widespread contemporary uses is probably that derived from one 
form of psychology, Williams who (1976) noted that it is a loss of connection with 
one’s deepest feelings and needs. Blauner (1964:15) defines alienation as ‘a general 
syndrome made up of different objective conditions and subjective feelings and states 
which emerge from certain relationships between workers and socio-technical settings 
of employment’
Fromm (1955) explained that Marx’s use of ‘alienation’ relates to the phenomena of 
the person who experiences himself as an alien.
‘He has become...estranged from himself. He does not experience 
himself as the centre of his world, as the creator of his own acts but his 
acts and their consequences have become his masters, whom he obeys, 
or whom he may even worship. The alienated person is out of touch 
with himself as his is out of touch with any other person.’ (Fromm,
1955, cited in Ludz, 1976:12)
4.2 Marx and the concept of alienation within a capitalist economy
When Marx wrote about labour, he was referring both to our ability to produce the 
things we need and to the work that we do in order to feel fulfilled (Marx, 1959). He
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developed the idea o f ‘alienated labour’, which operates within a capitalist economy. 
Alienation, for Marx, means that people are cut off from their work and are unable to 
find satisfaction and fulfilment in performing their labour, or in the products of their 
labour.
As a result o f a person being unable to express their true identity in their work, they 
will become estranged from their work identity. Furthermore, since work is a social 
activity a worker’s alienation towards himself will undoubtedly transfer towards the 
others around him, thus increasing his isolation. Marx further suggested that workers 
alienated from the product of their labour produce an alienation from themselves as a 
result. Each worker, upon realising his or her alienation from the act of production, 
will inevitably involve himself in feelings of misery, self-debasement, and 
consequently mental and physical exhaustion will follow (Marx, 1959).
Marx (1959) observed that with the buying and selling of labour in much the same 
way as with buildings, materials, tools and machinery, and the view that capitalists 
have of labour as another commodity, the effect was a degradation of the work being 
done and the effect on workers. Therefore, in his work Marx presents four kinds of 
alienation that workers suffer from: 1) the product of their labour, because it belongs 
to someone else; 2) their own work behaviour, because it does not lead to self- 
fulfilment; 3) other people, because individuals treat one another as tools or means to 
an end; and 4) even themselves, because their work (not just its products) is not their 
own. Thus, at work they belong to someone else.
Marx argued that the nature o f work in society could only be understood by 
examining it in terms of the economy. He believed that a capitalist infrastructure 
inevitably produced a high level of alienation because a small elite owns the means of 
production. Workers neither own nor have any control over the goods they produce. 
Like their products, workers are reduced to the level o f a commodity; a monetary 
value is placed on their work and the costs of labour are assessed in the same way as 
the costs of machinery and raw materials. Like the commodities they manufacture, 
workers are at the mercy of market forces, of the law o f supply and demand (Marx, 
1959).
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So for Marx, wage labour becomes a system involving the exploitation of workers. 
Only labour produces profit yet workers receive, in the form of wages, only a part of 
the wealth they create. The remainder is appropriated (taken) in the form of profits by 
the capitalists. As a result, a minority, the owners, exploit the majority o f people, the 
workers. Members o f both groups are preoccupied with self-interest in a system 
which sets individual against individual in a struggle for survival and personal gain. 
According to Marx (1959), the role of the full-time housewife is doubly exploitative 
for just as her husband works and is exploited by the capitalist, so she works for 
nothing and is in turn exploited by her husband (Marx, 1959).
While the concepts generated by Marx are not entirely agreed upon, the fact remains 
that domestic workers are an integral part of many capitalist societies just as the 
ground underneath a building is integral to the overall structural integrity. Without 
the ability o f one class (workers) to take care of the demands of daily living for 
another (the rich), the system would collapse due to the fact that all would equally be 
burdened with the necessities of life. The disenfranchised in this equation, the 
workers, are not alienated from a ‘product’ in the strict sense; rather, they are 
separated from the benefits o f their labours, save for some small amount of 
remuneration for their time. Therefore, Marx’s concept of the worker’s alienation 
within the capitalist economic system will be incorporated into this thesis for purposes 
of answering the question, how and why do employers exploit domestic worker’s 
insecurities for their own benefit?
4.3 Conceptualising power
Power is commonly defined in terms of the control one person has over another, and 
does not usually deal with where the power derives from, and what its nature is 
(Lipman-Blumen, 1994). It does not reside in individuals, groups, organizations or 
States, but eventually comes to characterize the relations among them. Boulding 
(1989), an economist, was. broader in defining power as the potential for changing 
things. He sees power simply as the ability to get what one wants.
According to Weber, power is the ability to impose one’s will on another, using force 
if  necessary (Weber, cited in Ritzer, 2000). On a similar note, Blau, a sociologist, has
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defined power as the ‘ability o f persons or groups to impose their will on others 
despite resistance through deterrence either in the form of withholding regularly 
supplied rewards or in the form of punishment, in as much as the former as well as the 
latter constitute, in effect, a negative sanction’ (Blau, 1964 cited in Radtke and Stam, 
1994: 3).
In addition, Mann has developed a broader vision o f power. According to Mann 
(1986) there are two types of power: distribution power, which is held by individuals 
and is their ability to get others to do what they want; and collective power, which is 
the type exercised in inter-group relationships. This last form of control could be 
exercised by either one group over another or may even extend into control over 
objects possessed by other groups. Theories explaining notions o f power have 
become more complex. For instance, the view that power does not exist primarily in 
an independent form until it is faced with resistance (Haynes et al., 1991).
4.4 Alienation and modern industry
Blauner (1964) suggests from his studies that the type of production method 
determines the extent o f alienation. He examined the behaviour and attitudes of 
manual workers in the printing, textile, automobile and chemical industries. He saw 
production technology as the major factor influencing the degree of alienation that 
workers experience. He found that the greater the degrees of control and skill the 
worker had over his job, the lower was the degree of alienation experienced. He also 
formulated the inverted U-curve theory of alienation, i.e. alienation is lowest in craft 
production (printing); increases significantly with factory production (textiles), 
reaches a peak with assembly line production (car workers), and falls with automation 
(chemicals). From his work, Blauner found that there appeared to be four unique 
aspects of alienation: powerlessness, meaninglessness, isolation and self-
estrangement. Each of which will be considered in the following sections:
4.4.1. Powerlessness
Blauner (1964) described one aspect o f alienation as being in a state o f powerlessness, 
developing on M arx’s own description of alienation. He found that textile workers
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experience a profound sense of powerlessness compared to other groups. They are 
tied to their machines with little freedom of movement. Their tasks are routine and 
repetitive requiring little judgment or initiative and offering few opportunities to take 
decisions. The pace and rhythm of their work is largely controlled by machines. The 
more machines a single worker can tend, the lower the production costs. As a result, 
textile workers are subject to relatively strict supervision by supervisors who are 
mainly concerned with driving workers. Dominated by machines and policed by 
supervisory staff, result in the textile workers experiencing a sense o f powerlessness.
Thus, ‘a person is powerless when he is an object controlled and manipulated by other 
persons and when he cannot assert himself as a subject to change or modify this 
domination’ (Blauner, 1964:16). Blauner summarises his thesis by contrasting the 
powerless human dimension with its non-alienated opposite; i.e. freedom and control. 
Freedom in Banner’s definition, is the position of being removed from the sort of state 
which allows another to control the external factors surrounding the captive 
individual, thus removing freedom of choice and reducing him to a mere reactor to the 
events around him. When someone has control over the events in their lives, then they 
have achieved a level even better than simple freedom, and thus they are not bound to 
forces, which would try to overcome their self-assertion, e.g. employers (Blauner, 
1964).
Furthermore, Blauner (1964:16) pointed at four modes of powerlessness: 1) the 
separation from ownership of the means of production; 2) the inability to influence 
general managerial policies; 3) the lack of control over the conditions o f employment, 
and 4) the lack of control over the immediate work process. It is expected that control 
over the conditions of employment and control over the immediate work process will 
be the most important to the domestic workers. This is because they spend all o f their 
time where they work, therefore the work environment being the same as their living 
environment makes the lack of control seem especially problematic for them.
4.4.2 Meaninglessness
A second aspect o f alienation according to Blauner (1964) is meaninglessness. 
Blauner (1964) mentions that alienation is found in its most extreme form in assembly
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line production in the automobile industry. He argues that mass production on 
assembly lines affords little opportunity for experiencing meaning and purpose in 
work. The product is standardised, the work is routine and repetitious and tasks are 
highly fragmented, broken down into their simplest components with each worker 
specializing in a small number of operations. For example, workers may spend their 
entire working day attaching wing mirrors or hubcaps. As a result they find it 
difficult to identify with the product. Their particular contribution to and 
responsibility for the final product is minimal.
Furthermore, he saw that bureaucratic structures seemed to encourage feelings of 
meaninglessness (Blauner, 1964). He cites Mannheim (1940) as giving an example of 
the man who has a highly subdivided job in a complex factory, and the clerk working 
in a huge government bureau need only know very limited tasks. They do not need to 
know about anyone else’s job and may not even know what happens in the 
departments of the organisation next to them. They have no need to know how their 
own small task fits into the entire operation. The result is a decline in the ‘capacity to 
act intelligently in a given situation on the basis of one’s own insight into the inter­
relations of events’ (Mannheim, 1940 cited in Blauner, 1964:22-23).
Blauner (1964:23) developed three larger aspects of the meaning o f work in relation 
to the worker’s relationship. First is the product, that working on a unique and 
individuated product is almost inherently meaningful, and that it is more difficult to 
develop and maintain a sense o f purpose in contributing toward a standardized 
product, since this inevitably involves repetitive work cycles. Second, the process he 
points out that it is more meaningful to work on the whole, or a large part, of even a 
standardized product than to perform one’s tasks on only a small part of the final 
product. Third, the organisation of work: purpose and function increase when the 
employee’s job makes them responsible for a large span o f the production process, 
rather than a small restricted sphere.
4.4.3 Isolation
The third aspect of alienation of Blauner is ‘isolation’. According to Blaumer (1964), 
the way a person feels about herself/himself as an individual and as a member of a
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larger group within society can become disrupted, causing the person to feel, as he 
terms it, ‘alienated’ from those around her/him. A feeling of being in but not o f  a 
society, a sense of remoteness from the larger social order - it is the opposite of a 
sense o f belonging and integration into the community and society. When a worker is 
thus ‘isolated,’ he suffers from a loss of purposefulness to his work, both in his 
individual tasks and the tasks of the company overall. It is possible to prevent 
isolation from occurring, despite the fact that workers have no authority over their 
tasks and may even feel limited in their ability to express themselves in their tasks 
(Blauner, 1964).
Blauner cites examples concerning workers on assembly lines, leading to the 
conclusion that they were socially isolated. They did not feel a part of the company 
for which they worked nor did they integrate into an occupational community of 
workmates. They were tied to the line, working as individuals rather than in groups. 
They had little opportunity to socialise with their fellow workers.
4.4.4 Self-estrangement
In keeping with his four modes of alienation, Blauner (1964) offers a description of 
the process of self-estrangement that takes place. Typically, the worker has become 
alienated from his own self, primarily due to his inability to feel a part of his work and 
work identity. Workplace goals become meaningless, and work itself gradually 
supplants any sense of accomplishment in the worker’s mind about their job, and 
replaces it with a bland resignation to the stagnant day-to-day routine o f his life. 
Work encourages self-estrangement when it does not express the unique abilities, 
potentialities or personality of the workers. In fact, many workers felt hostility 
towards their work. The only aspects of the job that were liked by those in Blauner’s 
surveys were levels o f pay and security of employment. Self-estrangement can 
manifest itself in a variety of ways. Most evidenced apathy towards work, and a 
constant feeling of boredom and of being suffocated in the work routine. The 
workplace image may suffer too as a result, primarily because this type of work 
encourages self-debasement as opposed to self-fulfilment.
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Blauner states ‘self-estrangement is absent in two main situations. First, when the 
work activity, satisfying such felt needs as those for control, meaning and social 
connection, is inherently fulfilling in itself. Or when the work activity is highly 
integrated into the totality of an individual’s social commitments’ (Blauner, 1964: 
26). When a worker lacks control over his work, and has lost all sense of 
identification with his job, then he will develop a desire for what he has lost, and what 
follows is an even greater feeling of dissatisfaction (Blauner, 1964). Blauner (1964) 
argues that the importance of education as it pertains to the worker’s ideals cannot be 
ignored. Well-educated people manifest greater requirement for authority and self- 
expression within their work, whereas those with less education just simply need to be 
kept busy instead.
In the course of the various theoretical reflections about actual human self­
estrangement, Marx (1959:121) makes the general point that:
‘It stems from the very nature o f estrangement that each sphere applies 
to me a different and opposite yardstick: ethics one and political 
economy another; for each is a specific estrangement of man and focuses 
attention on a particular round of estranged essential activity, and each 
stands in an estranged relation to the other’
Marx’s expressions on this matter show how paradoxical the considerations of 
political and ethical thought are to each other when a worker’s alienation is in view. 
In Marx’ thinking, man’s primary association is with others, and from this 
relationship comes his view o f himself. If someone is alienated from himself, it shows 
in his relationship to others around him. Therefore, according to Marx, the worker’s 
relationship to his job will show how he is towards others as well (Marx, 1959).
In addition, estrangement is identified by a number of undoubtedly objective and 
external features o f the worker’s situation that his product does not belong to him, that 
it confronts him as an independent hostile power; that he himself is not his own 
master, and he works only under external compulsion (Marx, 1959).
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Following the researchers above, this thesis will examine the question of how 
domestic workers relate to the product o f their labour as a stranger, and whether they 
are becoming estranged from themselves.
4.5 Capitalism and domestic labour
According to Himmelweit (1983), there are three distinct contrasts between labour for 
wages and domestic labour by housewives. First, she stated that wage labour is paid 
and usually takes place over specified periods of time. Domestic labour is unpaid and 
the time periods when work or non-work takes place are not clearly separated. 
Secondly, for the waged worker, work and leisure, production and consumption are 
separate, and wages and conditions of work are usually negotiable. By contrast 
domestic labourers work in the home, which is also a centre o f leisure and 
consumption: they cannot directly negotiate wages and conditions and have no 
contract o f employment. Thirdly, paid work on the surface appears to be a far more 
central part o f the economic system, as paid workers are often involved in producing 
commodities, which are sold in the market. It is this process, which directly creates 
surplus value, and the commodities produced that are counted as part of the Gross 
National Product. The woman engaged in domestic labour provides services for her 
spouse and/or children rather than commodities. The work is tied up with emotional 
bonds between spouses, not with impersonal economic relationships.
Gerstein (1972) also has sought a thorough understanding o f domestic work by 
housewives as it fits within the larger framework of wage labour. From her studies, 
she determines that even though domestic work falls within the category of informal 
or secondary labour, nonetheless it still acquires power as a labour commodity under 
the capitalist system, and thus acquires a value to itself. In arriving at her conclusion, 
Gerstein considered the product rather than the ownership or non-ownership of 
capital. Domestic labour in the home maintains and reproduces labour power outside 
the home and so domestic work becomes visible as an important category within the 
capitalist mode of production. After all not all labour in the primary sector produces 
profit for the capitalist. A teacher is non-profit-making in this sense but is, 
nonetheless, productive. She does concede that domestic work is o f inherently lower 
quality than the work that wageworkers do, i.e. it is seen as less intense and less
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skilled. Does this mean that the housewife ‘wastes’ time or that her work is 
unnecessary? It is in fact actually physically exhausting. It contributes to the use- 
value o f labour power and, although it does not create value in itself, it does entail a 
‘hidden wage’.
Similarly, we find in the work of Costa (1972) the argument that women who work at 
home as full-time housewives should be technically considered an active part of the 
so-called working class, since domestic work is productive, providing a backdrop of 
support for others who earn capital directly.
In Gerstein’s view, domestic work in Thailand would be a foundational part of the 
economy, hidden within it, yet buttressing the ability of higher wage earners to 
produce. She sees the work that domestics do as not being directly profitable; 
therefore it is in the informal economy. However, although this work has some value, 
the direct benefits o f such value within the capitalist system are likely to remain 
elusive for the domestic workers who will be studied in this research.
4.5.1 Domestic labour as unproductive labour
In terms of the relevance o f research literature on housewives in relation to domestic 
workers, the observation has been put forward by Secombe (1975) that there are 
critical differences between the fields of waged domestic work and domestic labour 
by housewives. He sees domestic labour as what Marx called ‘unproductive labour’ 
because it does not directly produce surplus value for the capitalist producing goods 
to sell at a higher price than the costs of producing them. Domestic labour produces 
labour power, which the capitalist does not sell, but hires.
Secombe concurs with the notion that domestic work by housewives is critical to 
capitalism: without this facet of the labour force, there can be no outlet to supply 
surplus capital. In his work, he illustrates the relationship that exists between the 
market production and the individual household by explaining its place within the 
overall cycle of twenty-four hours of labour consumption (Secombe, 1980).
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Similarly, Delphy (1984:63) concluded, ‘The domestic services provided by wives are 
no different from other so-called productive goods and services produced and 
consumed in the family.’ Walby (1990) takes a slightly different view than Delphy. 
She analyses the wife’s household labour as also producing something, i.e. her 
husband’s labour. In this way, the housewife keeps the labour cycle going as an 
integral part, rather than an isolated facet. Convention, she argues, would have us 
view all of the so-called ‘reproductive’ features of women’s work in the home (child­
bearing, food production and nurturing) as being production, as opposed to just being 
reproduction, which she maintains is a outdated view.
Briskin (1980:137) indicated that domestic labour takes three main forms: the 
reproduction of the labour force in the form of new workers, (i.e. children); the care of 
those children and their socialization to the rigours of industrial discipline; the 
maintenance of the labour force though the day-to-day labour of cooking, cleaning, 
laundry and shopping; and finally the provision of emotional services such as tension- 
managing.
Furthermore, it remains open to question whether female domestic labour can be 
valued in market terms since it is non-market production. In other words, the so- 
called product of labour within the household cannot be sold on the market, and there 
is no competition or profit motive that would trigger market behaviour. As Delphy 
(1984:70) notes, unlike fixed wage contracts in capitalist production:
‘The services which a married women provides.. .are not paid according 
to a fixed scale. Her keep does not depend on her work, but on the 
wealth and goodwill o f her husband. For the same work (for example, 
the rearing of three children) the wife of a business executive receives as 
much as ten times the benefits received by the wife o f a manual worker.
On the other hand, for the same benefits, a wife may furnish very 
different quantities and kinds o f services, depending on the needs of her 
husband.’
The relationship of Secombe’s (1975) theories to the work of domestic workers is 
primarily that the labour cannot be surveyed due to its invisible nature. The fact that
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it cannot be surveyed does not detract from its value, however, because domestic 
labour is the backbone upon which the labour market is supported. The reason 
domestic work cannot be seen is because management activities take no discernible 
time in a labour measurement sense. On the other hand, because household 
responsibilities are always there, there is no fixed time of working and time off for 
those engaged in that field of labour. In this manner, according to Secombe, 
patriarchal power is preserved through the dominance chain of husband to wife to 
domestic workers. Despite the fact that the paid domestic labour force consists mostly 
of women, no solidarity exists between those exploited economically by the 
employers and those who must remain in the home as managers under the head of the 
household. By submitting to this regime, female employers are perpetuating the 
exploitative patriarchal society in which money is used as a way of reinforcing 
domestic workers perpetual servitude.
4.6 Domestic Workers and alienation
Domestic workers exhibit all of the features of being alienated workers, both toward 
themselves and also toward their work. To begin with, they typify relative 
powerlessness as a class. Live-in domestic workers are almost always female and 
typically exceptionally young. Since the nature of the work is done inside the home, 
the workers are often held to extreme work schedules. Often, the workers themselves 
are foreigners, and as such they have little if  any government rights protection in the 
countries they find themselves in. Adding to the powerlessness is a further facet of 
meaninglessness. Domestic work is at its base thankless labour, done largely by 
women in the service of men or other, more wealthy women. The nature of the work 
is repetitious and tedious and the worker quickly loses her self-identity in the 
boredom of her routine. Finally, there is the social cost of isolation, which means that 
these women often become alienated from the rest of society, living full-time at their 
job, never seeing any freedom from work. We shall consider each of these facets in 
turn.
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4.6.1 Powerlessness o f domestic workers
Much, if  not all, o f the relative powerlessness o f domestic work is rooted in the 
gender that is most characteristically identified with domestic work: females. Females 
throughout history have been assigned to what we have come to term house or 
domestic work, and the nature o f the job ensures that promotion is never an option for 
the women. In domestic work, the professionalised version of housework, the females 
involved have had their powerlessness compounded by being also typically young and 
foreign to many of the environments they work in. Domestic workers have yet to 
receive many of the workers’ rights protections extended to other workers, and their 
prospect of gaining them remains slight.
Pahl (1984) states that domestic work has historically been the domain of females 
who have always been paid comparatively much lower wages. He cites Goff 
(1930:266-273), and his study of domestic servants in the Tudor Age:
Tn 1562 one Katherine Willoughby paid a maid 12 shillings for the 
annual cleaning of the house, whereas she paid 28 shillings and 6 pence 
for silk riding reins. Sarah Fell, in the 1670s, paid a cleaning woman an 
average of one penny a day .for cleaning, whereas she paid a 
wheelwright six pennies a day.’
Pahl (1984) points out that it was common in pre-industrial England society for 
children of 12 or 13 to leave home and begin service in another household. Often these 
young servants were regarded as members of the household. He says there was an 
urgent need for servants in the 17th Century even by houses of modest means. From 
1830 to the end of the century, one-third o f all girls in the urban working class spent at 
least part of their lives in domestic service. Unmarried women in England had little 
choice but to become servants and by 1850 three-quarters o f all servants were female.
Chandler (1991), in a study on women without husbands, has raised important issues 
regarding the nature o f the women’s sphere of decision-making in the home. 
According to Chandler, historically, decision-making in the home has been divided 
along gender lines, with women in authority over housework and child rearing. She
67
indicates that ‘responsibility for housework or childcare in not seen as power’ 
(Chandler, 1991:118) compared to the men’s decisions, which usually have more 
impact on the family’s lives. Male decision-making, she concludes, is viewed as being 
of prime importance, the details of which determine the courses the household may 
take; on the other hand, the details of ‘women’s’ work are those assigned to the daily 
routine of living: cooking, cleaning, and rearing of the children. In short, this research 
gives us an understanding of the mentality that has placed men into the responsibility 
position of decision-making, and has relegated women to be servants to their own 
households, and ultimately to other households as well.
Anderson (2000) also raises similar challenging issues about domestic work being 
performed in the employer’s home. It is not paying for work that the employer does 
not have time to do, nor is the paying in itself what makes it distinctive, since many 
domestic workers, particularly children, do not get paid at all. The particular 
challenge Anderson emphasises about the position of the domestic worker in terms of 
work is her role in the household and her lack of power and authority within the 
house. A worker, in her estimation, is unable to set limits to her role as the doer of 
dirty work. She states that to force another person to do it is surely only to exercise 
power at the expense o f demeaning other people.
Additionally, Anderson (1993) researched into the lives of working women in five of 
the larger European cities, namely Athens, Barcelona, Bologna, Berlin and Paris. She 
describes the conditions under which migrant workers toil in private households as 
‘any institution or practice, which, by restricting the freedom of the individual, is 
susceptible of causing severe hardship and serious deprivation o f liberty.’ She 
maintains that the existence of a contract by no means negates slavery. She also 
mentions that ‘conquest in global economic terms makes contemporary legal slaves of 
the poor o f the Third World, giving the middle class o f the First World materialistic 
forms of power over them.’ (Anderson, 1993:149) Moreover, Anderson states that 
what domestic workers sell is not labour power, but the very self, the personhood of 
the worker, transformed into a commodity. What the employer pays for is the ‘power 
to command’ not merely labour power, but the whole person.
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Constable (1997) has sought to highlight the day-to-day plight of the large number 
Filipina domestics living in Hong Kong. These workers often having gruellingly 
intense work schedules, and failure to adhere to every detail results in extreme— and 
often racially motivated—reprisals, including termination. The regime that the women 
live under, as Constable describes it, goes beyond simple oppressor and oppressed; 
instead, there are more understated, yet profound forms of power struggle that take 
place on a daily basis. (Constable 1997)
Lastly, Goonesekere (1992) maintains that domestic service in many quarters is 
perceived as essentially the same as slavery. This attitude to domestic service is also 
seen in some countries in South Asia and accounts, in part, for the enormous abuse of 
authority over domestic workers who are seen as belonging to the lowest status group 
in society, and as members of the household who have no human rights. Citing the 
treatment o f migrant domestic workers in the Middle East as an example, she points 
out that the national laws of many nations do not give any legal protections to this 
class of labourers. Simply put, many nations, where domestic workers are used in 
large numbers, do not recognise the domestic worker as a person with rights, the 
result o f which places the worker socially and legally as a person without any rights 
whatsoever.
Obviously, where one individual is figuratively tied hand and foot and physically 
subordinated by another, it is a form of powerlessness. Since the previous researchers 
have all explored different modes of powerlessness within domestic work, this thesis 
will utilise their findings to answer the question: what is the nature o f the disparate 
power relationships that exist between employers and domestic workers in Thailand?
4.6.2 Meaninglessness of domestic workers
Like powerlessness, meaninglessness is unequally distributed among domestic 
workers in society. Even though domestic workers work in individual households, 
their tasks are often overwhelming and consist o f innumerable small details. Most 
workers, members of a typically underprivileged class, are unfamiliar with self- 
satisfaction in their work. Domestic workers work without knowing the meaning of
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the work they do everyday, and they often see no end to their repetitive, perpetual 
labours.
Housework is perhaps the most arduous and socially isolated form of work they have 
come across. As applied to domestic workers, their work certainly is isolating. Add to 
that the loneliness they feel because as opposed to the housewives in the previous 
studies, the domestic workers do not even have the comforts o f marriage to offset the 
tedious, everyday routine o f housework. Domestic workers ‘step-in,’ so to speak, and 
fill many of the roles in the household previously taken by the wife, and so thus 
become responsible for the well-being of a family that is not her own, with all the 
typical demands that come with this new role. As with housewives, domestic workers 
often suffer physically and mentally from fatigue and tiredness. Like the typical bored 
housewife, the chores from day to day become meaningless and the women who 
perform them become little more than robots assigned to a set group of tasks with 
little variety or excitement in their routines.
4.6.3 Isolation of domestic worker
As well as the lack of autonomy and self-identity in their work, domestic workers also 
face restrictive measures designed to separate workers from those they serve and from 
influences that the employers may feel are detrimental to their work. Coupled with 
this is the perceived low status associated with domestic work, which creates a feeling 
within domestic workers that they are different and less valuable than other workers 
in society.
In Magnus’ (1934) studies, she centred on the lifestyle status of domestic workers in 
the West (Europe, the UK and the US.) The most significant difference that 
distinguished domestic workers from the rest of the workforce was how the employee 
lived full-time in the employer’s household. This by itself is a significant factor 
contributing to the overall low social perception o f domestic workers, as well as their 
consistent isolation. In Magnus’ findings, we see how workers in this part o f the 
world also experience erratic work schedules, and have no time for themselves. 
Finally, she concludes that the nature of domestic work revolved around pleasing the
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individual employers, leading to widely different expectations that workers had little 
choice but to fulfill completely, regardless of how petty the requirements would seem.
Following these researchers, this thesis will seek to utilise Blauner’s four modes of 
alienation, and to answer the question to what extent do the conditions domestic 
workers live in mirror the theories of alienation proposed by these same researchers.
4.7 Domestic Workers as Deferential
Deferential behaviour can be viewed as both resistance and acquiescence by some 
theorists (Constable, 1997). It also raises the question of how natural is the domestic 
worker’s presumed inferiority? That deference may transform her status points to a 
disjunctive between the power and identity the employer thinks that he/she has vis-à- 
vis the worker and the worker’s own view of reality. Goffman (1956) defines 
deference as a ceremonial activity, one which functions as a symbolic means by 
which appreciation is regularly conveyed to a recipient. Deference is more commonly 
thought of as the respect a subordinate gives to a superordinate, although deference 
may exist between status equals (Goffman, 1956). Rollins (1985) has identified three 
types of linguistic deference. Firstly, most domestic workers are called by their first 
names, and are expected to call their employers by their last names. Secondly, both 
employers and domestic workers refer to domestic workers as ‘girls.’ Finally, 
employers appreciate respectful and deferential terms like ‘M a’am’ (Rollins, 1985; 
Romeo, 1992). Rollins (1985) states that language usually serves the interests o f the 
powerful. While Newby (1977:415) states, ‘Deference was the subscription to a 
traditional moral order which endorses the individual’s own political, material and 
social subordination’.
Newby (1977) looked at situational factors and how these affect the nature of 
employee/employer relationships. He chose to look at agricultural workers in rural 
Britain because the deference of these labourers is more apparent than real, but the 
image of the farm worker as a deferential worker is due more to the powerlessness of 
his situation. That powerlessness prevents the farm worker from protests or any other 
outward show of displeasure, but it has no foundation as a true indicator o f their social 
status.
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Notwithstanding, the alliance between the two groups within Newby’s study, his work 
still provides a relevant example of class interaction between two groups sharing 
different levels of power. By all outward appearances, the relationship between the 
farmer and his workers appears good-natured, i.e. the worker presents the proper 
respectful demeanour when interacting with the farmer, apparently accepting his 
relative status. Along with his responsibilities, the worker receives relatively low pay, 
works long hours, and is physically isolated from the rest of the community at large. 
The worker finds himself dependent economically and socially on the farmer, and so 
resultantly is submissive out of a mere uncritical desire to preserve the status quo, 
unaware all the while of the true nature of the power imbalance and its consequences 
(Newby, 1977).
Newby argues that the apparent submissiveness of the workers is not a character trait 
of workers as a whole. Instead, it comes entirely from the workers’ steady dependence 
on the farm and the farmer for their sustenance. Along with the economic rewards, is 
the social acceptance into the employers’ families as one of the ‘farm hands,’ but 
second-class nonetheless. In the final analysis, the situation that brings farmer and 
worker together and controls their interaction is an entirely economic social construct, 
and exists only because of one group’s dependence on another for sustenance 
(Newby, 1977).
As Goffman (1956) stated, deferential behaviours are as varied as any other 
ceremonial acts in character, and may be linguistic, gestures, spatial, task-embedded, 
or part of the communication structure. Moreover, deference may take the form of 
avoidance rituals or presentation rituals.
Rollins (1985) mentions that the deferential performance is a performance of the 
powerless that pleases those who keep those without power, and furthermore such 
performances exist because employers require them and because they provide 
psychological rewards to the deferential. Deferential behaviours can be turned on and 
off at will, and should not be read as an indication that the performers truly believe 
themselves to be inferior (Scott, 1985). This signifies, among other things, that 
deference to authority can be merely ceremonial, and has little to do with feelings of
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respect or devotion to that particular authority. Furthermore, it is likely that the 
worker’s deferential acts are merely part of a larger strategy of resistance; performed, 
as stated earlier, merely as an act of survival by adaptation to the employer’s personal 
ideas o f proper respect.
This thesis will address elements of Mann’s study of collective versus distributed 
power. Newby’s research on farm workers provides additional insights into the 
consequences of social and economic inequality between live-in domestic workers 
and their employers, which may provide a better understanding of the situation of 
domestic workers in Udonthani, Thailand. Together, these research perspectives will 
be used to explain how deference issues relate to the nature o f the relationship 
between employers and domestic workers.
4.8 Conclusion
Marx’s work has been used as a point of departure to identify several types of 
alienation, which has been built on by the work of researchers like Blauner and others. 
Alienation occurs when the person feels removed from others or even himself, and in 
the economic sense, whenever the worker is removed from the end result of the 
product of his labour, and feels that he has no chance to enjoy what he has worked 
for. When it comes to domestic work, workers also lack the ability to control both 
their work schedules and their wages.
Blauner develop four types of alienation: powerlessness, which is the feeling that 
things are beyond personal control and that one’s behaviour cannot determine the 
outcomes or rewards that one seeks. It stands in sharp contrast to a sense of control. 
Second, he looks at the meaninglessness that workers experience when they lack a 
sense of purpose and do not see how their activities fit into the total picture. Thirdly, 
workers feel isolation if  they have no sense of belonging in their work situation and 
do not identify with the employing firm and its overall goals. Finally, there is the 
feeling of self-estrangement, where the feeling of depersonalised detachment from 
work rather than involvement in the job extends into the worker’s personal life, and 
the result is the worker becomes alienated towards himself. In short, alienation 
towards without becomes alienation towards within. Self-estranged employees will
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see work only as a way to achieve external goals rather than as an end in itself. Thus, 
this thesis will seek to extend Blauner’s concept of alienation with its four modes of 
powerlessness, meaninglessness, isolation and self-estrangement to the situation of 
domestic workers in Thailand, who live out everyday lives under the control of their 
employers. Finally, the thesis will analyse the aspect of deference that is shown by 
live-in domestic workers, using Newby and other researchers to explain how poverty 
causes workers to have to continue to be in deferential relationships.
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Chapter 5 
Methodology
This chapter provides details of the methodology used in this thesis. The aims of the 
research and the choice of design for the study are examined first, while the 
discussion of the sample criteria of the respondents in the study is then addressed. 
Methods chosen include in-depth interviews. I briefly describe the design of the data 
collection method, the sampling methodology and access to the sample of employers 
and domestic workers, ethical considerations, and the research tools. I end by 
discussing the problems normally associated with research including bias, validity and 
data reliability.
5.1 Research Aim and Research Design
The purpose of this study is to examine women domestic workers and their 
employment relationships in Thailand. My study focuses on the relationship between 
domestic workers and their employers which are potentially far more intense than the 
relationship between other workers and their employers (Constable, 1997). Thus, in 
this thesis, the relationship between these two groups of women will be researched, 
based on samples located in Udonthani, Thailand. My aim is to develop a conceptual 
framework for the study that is thorough, concise and elegant. This theoretical 
framework ideally will help carry the explanations forward in order to understand the 
implications of the increase in the number of domestic workers and employers. 
Moreover, I would like to present a design that is systematic, manageable and 
flexible, which can be integrated into a coherent document that demonstrates the 
validity of the thesis.
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My aim in this thesis will be to answer the following broad research questions:
1. What are the conditions of the work environment under which domestic 
workers are employed?
2. How can we explain the disparate power relationships that exist between 
employers and domestic workers?
3. What factors influence the degree of control exercised by employers over their 
domestic employees?
4. What factors lead to a good working relationship between employers and 
workers akin to being treated as one of the employer’s family?
5. What are the sources of conflict between employer and domestic worker?
6. How do issues of power, deference, conflict, negotiation, autonomy, control, 
and their characteristics relate to the nature of the relationship between 
employers and domestic workers?
Choosing either qualitative or quantitative depends on what questions and results a 
researcher hopes to obtain, since each method has different strengths and purposes 
(Maxwell, 1996). Since this research aims to explore the relationship between 
domestic workers and their employers, qualitative research seems to be the 
appropriate approach as it reconstructs the reality of the social setting. The basic 
position of qualitative research is that, ‘in order to understand social phenomena, the 
researcher needs to discover the actor’s ‘definition of situation’ that is, the perception 
and interpretation of reality and how these relate to their behaviour’ (Schwartz and 
Jacobs, 1979:7).
There are many reasons for doing qualitative research. One of the principal reasons 
for its use in this research is to allow an understanding of the perspectives of the 
participants-domestic workers and employers and to build a picture based on their 
ideas. In considering the term ‘qualitative research’, Miles and Huberman (1994:10) 
state that ‘it is a way of focusing on naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural 
settings, so that we have a strong handle on real life’. The data is collected in close 
proximity to a specific situation. Moreover, Van Manen (1977) found that qualitative 
research is beneficial not only for locating the meaning people place on events, 
processes, and structures in their lives, but also in discovering their perceptions,
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assumptions, prejudgments, and presuppositions (Van Manen, 1977, cited in Miles 
and Huberman, 1994).
Qualitative research can be useful to both academic and non-academic audiences, 
because of its focus on understanding data through the perspective o f the participants 
(Strauss, et ah, 1998). Following the method of qualitative research allowed me to 
explore multiple facets of the subjects’ lives, examining the relevant issues in a 
thorough and systematic way.
Furthermore, I used qualitative research because several substantive areas needed to 
be considered (Creswell, 1998). Using this method, I engaged in research to examine 
‘how or what’ types o f questions, to explore the topic, and to seek to develop a 
detailed understanding of their lives from the abundance of data gathered. In the 
process, it was hoped that new theories could be developed to explain the participants’ 
behaviours. To accomplish this, I attempted simply to get domestic workers to 
provide an account of their life story.
The final reason for employing qualitative research was to emphasize my own role as 
an active learner who can tell the story from the participants’ viewpoint rather than as 
an expert who passes judgement on participants. The challenge was to use methods 
that enable people to freely express their own points o f view. I attempted to spend 
time in the field in order to understand the nature of both the domestic workers and 
employers. Moreover, it allowed the opportunity to reflect about the work and how I 
did it, and, above all, to accomplish the task of understanding and presenting various 
life worlds to my audience.
5.2 Methodological Discussions
The research design requires that a number of methodological issues are addressed, 
including the choice o f migrant groups, data collection methods, the sample, gaining 
access, ethical considerations, validity and reliability, and other methodological 
problems.
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Regarding this research, female migrant workers are by no means a homogeneous 
collectivity, even though most of them work in similar low-skilled, low-paid jobs in 
the homes of employers. This research focuses specifically on one occupational 
group: female migrants as household domestic workers. This group of female 
migrants makes up the overwhelming majority of female migrant labour in many big 
cities in Thailand, for instance, Bangkok, Chiangmai, Nakonratchasima, and 
Udonthani. The research was conducted in Udonthani, which is a large city of about 
2,000,000 people in Northeast Thailand. In addition, attention was devoted to the 
work and non-work environment specific to this group. The research focused on the 
relationship between the domestic worker and her employer; therefore separate 
interviews were conducted with the domestic workers and their employers. I believe 
that more complete insights and understanding can be obtained in this way than 
through studying female migrant workers in general.
5.3 The Sampling Strategy and Sample Criteria
Deciding about sampling people and events should take place at the same time as 
decisions about the data collection methods (Marshall et al., 1995). When faced, for 
example, with the challenge of studying the attitudes of domestic workers to their 
employers and the attitudes of employers to their domestic workers, it was necessary 
to decide what individuals and events would be most salient to the study.
Once I had decided what pattern to use for my sampling, the next step for me was to 
decide how large I wanted my sample to be. Qualitative sampling is the best choice 
for research for the reason that researchers may be limited on money and time (Mason 
1996). Considering that the explanations and theories would be developed as I went, it 
was not important in the beginning to set an exact size for my sample, since I was not 
yet in the best position to make that decision (Mason, 1996). Qualitative studies 
usually include small numbers of respondents placed in their context and studied in- 
depth (Miles et ah, 1994; Hakim, 2000). Consequently, I decided to study 10 
domestic workers and their 10 employers for a pilot study. In the main study, data 
collection stopped after interviews with a further 37 domestic workers and their 37 
employers. So, the total number of my respondents was 47 pairs of domestic workers 
and their employers.
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Only women participants were included in the study, given that the theoretical 
literature suggested that there are significant differences between women and men in 
their perceptions. For this research, I interviewed both employers and domestic 
workers within the household setting in which they work and live. This was done 
primarily because my research focuses on the relationship between these two groups 
as they live within the same household. Since the domestic worker interviews took 
place within the field, the data therefore was collected within the employers’ homes. 
Considering that the domestic workers were occupied with their chores, I used 
flexibility when scheduling the interviews within the residence.
5.3.1 Sampling criteria: domestic workers
Since my study focuses on domestic workers and their employers, I had to define 
what I meant by the term, ‘domestic workers.’ The definition of a domestic worker is 
outlined in the literature review on domestic workers globally, as discussed in Chapter
3. There are two kinds of domestic workers: those that come to work in the morning 
and return home in the evening, and live-in domestic workers that live in their 
employers’ homes. This distinction is important, since my focus is on the 
relationships between employers and workers, and it was considered that those who 
live in the same household would provide the best focus for my research due to the 
constant, close proximity in which the two groups live. Moreover, it was expected that 
domestic workers with a longer tenure of live-in service would be likely to be 
involved in deeper relationships with their employers, thus providing a richer source 
to explore the complexities of this topic of study.
I chose to limit my study to women who had migrated from rural areas to Udonthani, 
and who were originally from Thailand. Immigration in recent years from nearby 
countries, such as, Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia, has brought in a steady stream of 
migrants to work as domestic workers in Thailand. My sample was not intended to 
include migrants, but unintentionally included three domestic workers who had 
migrated from areas outside of Thailand. The issue of migrant domestic workers does 
not figure prominently in this analysis since the number o f migrants is relatively 
small.
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5.3.2 Sampling criteria: employer
I selected my employer group using only a limited number of necessary criteria. Of 
primary importance was dwelling in Udonthani. In addition, only women employers 
would be researched. Facts that were not important to the study included marital 
status; whether or not the women had children; and their employment status, since I 
wanted to include women who were full-time housewives. For this last criterion, 
however, I endeavoured to include women employers with as many different types of 
occupation as possible, to encompass a wide range of perspectives and attitudes that 
might be critical to the study.
5.3.3 Sampling procedure
I used one primary school, and two high schools in Udonthani to contact employers 
who had Thai domestic workers with the aim of accessing employers with different 
types of employment. These three schools were able to provide me with more than 
200 employers and domestic workers in Udonthani by asking which students in the 
class had live-in domestic workers. Two schools were located in the town centre of 
Udonthani, which meant that most students were living in, or not too far from, the 
area. The other school was located on the outskirts o f Udonthani, and was selected 
because it was expected to prove to be a marked contrast to the first two schools, and 
thus provide better diversity for the sample as a whole.
I used gatekeepers in three schools to identify sample members via their school 
pupils. It has been suggested by Lee (1993) that the persons acting as gatekeepers can 
interfere with the study by biasing the research with imposed conditions or their own 
prejudices about the research topic. Snowball sampling can also be used to obtain a 
sample when the researcher lacks an adequate list to use as a sampling frame (Arber, 
1993). By using snowball sampling, I was able to gain knowledge of other potential 
subjects through word-of-mouth sharing by the interviewees who had already agreed 
to participate in the research. The proper procedure for snowball sampling consists of 
asking interview respondents to supply information about someone whom they know 
who fulfills the sampling criteria but does not reside in their household, thus
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increasing the yield from screening interviews (Lee, 1993). In all interviews in this 
study, both the employers and domestic workers were asked if  they knew anyone who 
filled my sampling criteria and they were then contacted for interview.
5.4 Gaining Access
Referring to research on sensitive topics, Lee (1993) suggests that gaining access is 
unpredictable and stresses the need to view the researcher’s access or presence as 
continually renegotiated. From the outset most of the respondents are likely to ask the 
researcher the questions, who are you, why do you want to interview us, and what is 
the research for? To that end, as a researcher, I needed to be thoroughly prepared to 
answer each of these questions.
5.4.1 Gatekeepers
Writers like Johnson (1975) argue that problems in gaining access are related to 
gatekeepers (Johnson, 1975, cited in Lee, 1993). He indicates that three major kinds 
of condition may be imposed by gatekeepers on researchers: restrictions on the 
methodology used by the researchers; completion of research for the gatekeeper in 
return for access; and the right of the gatekeeper to examine or censor published 
material arising from the study. Similarly, as Arksey et al. (1999) emphasise, 
gatekeepers may be more of a problem than a solution, since if  the gatekeepers agree 
to access, this may be because they believe taking part will serve some interest of 
their own. In my research, the employer was the gatekeeper to allow access to 
interview their domestic workers. Employers may not be willing to allow researchers 
access without some guarantee that they will receive benefit from the research. It was 
critical to this research to secure interviews both with employers and their domestic 
workers.
My samples were obtained from three schools; one through my cousin who taught 
four classes, and in each class there were 40-50 students; the second school through 
my former teacher who teaches in the largest high school in Udonthani. In this 
second school, she taught two classes of about 35 students per class. The last school I 
used was a primary school where I contacted the head of the school and requested to
81
be given access to the parents of the children attending there. I asked the teachers in 
each school to ask students from their classes whether any students had live-in 
domestic workers at home. The teachers first noted for me the names of those 
students who had domestic workers. Then they requested the students to take the 
information sheet home to their parents (see Appendix B) and to ask their parents to 
sign the form. Finally, parents were asked to provide a telephone number so that they 
could be contacted to arrange interviews both with themselves and their domestic 
workers. When the students would come to school and return the signed information 
sheet to their teachers, my contacts gave me the names of the parents who had agreed 
to interviews both for themselves and for their domestic workers. I then called some 
of them to arrange the interviews. Fortunately, some employers also introduced me to 
their friends who employed live-in domestic workers, thus requiring another research 
participant sheet (Appendix C) for this other group of employers. I chose not to 
interview every subject who returned the information sheet that I gave them because 
this would have resulted in far too many interviewees to manage in the time allotted. I 
instead selected employers who represented a variety of employment backgrounds in 
order to achieve a broader cross-section o f respondents for my sample.
Utilising three schools was found to be an effective way to get my sample, mainly 
because it was harder to get the domestic workers and their employers through word- 
of-mouth, which had previously resulted in only five pairs of employers and their 
domestic workers. Once the interviews generated through the three schools were 
completed, I sought additional contacts through friends and family of the interview 
subjects, hoping to widen my sample group within Udonthani; again, however, there 
were just five pairs of interviews that were obtained through this type of snowball 
sampling.
5.4.2 Access to employers
Gaining access to the employers involved many steps. As Shaffir et al. (1980) 
suggest, getting in is one central problem shared by all field investigators conducting 
the field work. Hertz and Imber (1993) similarly examine the problems associated 
with conducting field studies in elite settings. As these writers suggest, there are few 
studies of elites because elites are by their very nature difficult to penetrate, since they
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can more easily refuse access to researchers (Berg, 1995). How does one reach elite 
groups such as middle or upper class Thai women who employ domestic workers? 
Ostrander (1993) found it straightforward to gain access to upper class women, and 
suggests that taking advantage of certain relationships, and making the right contacts 
frequently aids access to restricted groups.
The researcher should show some sensitivity to the nature o f participants’ 
circumstances and any reluctance they have to participate, and should unquestionably 
respect their right not to participate in a study (Marshall et al., 1995). My research 
involves human beings as subjects, and considerable thought had to be given to the 
sensitive nature o f the research subject, and the personal areas that might be explored 
in pursuit o f data. Employers, for instance, are expected to be responsible for keeping 
their employees free from injury, but this is not always the case; but the employers 
themselves may not wish the information contained in the interviews to be revealed 
publicly. Domestic workers in Thailand have occasionally threatened employers with 
litigation.
It was difficult to adopt specific rules in gaining access. It was necessary to use a lot 
o f common sense and good manners. Since I interviewed both domestic workers and 
their employers, I had to introduce myself and explain the purpose of my research, 
and provide an official introductory letter (see Appendix B and D). As mentioned 
earlier, some employers introduced me to their friends who had domestic workers and 
who were willing to be interviewed as well for the research (see Appendix C). When I 
made the appointment, I informed them how long the interview was likely to last and 
did my best not to exceed the estimated time. Some of my employers worked in their 
homes throughout the day, so I had to be conscious of the interview length, as often 
the interviewees ventured into further territory, which tended to push the interviews 
beyond the one-hour limit frequently. With those employers who kept busy schedules, 
I had to plan more carefully so that the interview did not interfere with their tasks.
5.4.3 Access to domestic workers
Gaining access is arguably unpredictable and situation specific (Johnson, 1975, cited 
in Lee, 1993); certain groups may be unwilling to expose themselves to the researcher
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and may require them to make a considerable effort to ‘get inside’ (Glaser et al., 
1967). Smith (1993) similarly raises the problem of differential access to groups with 
differential power. One of the problems in interviewing domestic workers is that they 
spend the greater part of their day in their employer’s household. They may be 
closely protected by their employers who are their gatekeepers, and who wish to 
safeguard the privacy of their own elite status (Smith, 1993). For practical 
purposes, the gatekeepers can be said to actually have the power and the authority to 
prevent entry and exercise control over the attempts at interviewing (Lee, 1993). It is 
commonly understood that few domestic workers in Thailand will share the status of 
their middle or upper class mistresses (Bakan and Diava, 1995).
Arksey and Knight (1999) state two considerations when asking questions that are 
personal or more obviously sensitive. First, interviewers have to persuade 
interviewees to answer questions directly. Secondly, however, they must seek not to 
cause any upset or distress by the direct questioning (Arksey and Knight, 1999). 
Undoubtedly, it appeared important to me beforehand that I should strive for a relaxed 
approach, one that invited the interviewees to get to know me better, while I got to 
know them better. I felt it necessary to give the interviewees the impression that my 
primary goal was not just research, but that I was trying to obtain information that 
would ultimately improve their lives overall. In sum, being friendly with interviewees 
was the key aim in each interview, since I was entering into their lives, and I needed 
them to see me as a friend, not just a researcher.
Most of the domestic workers were interviewed in the dining room; some in the 
kitchen and most of them were interviewed while they were doing their domestic 
tasks. I had quite a lot o f experience in relating to my own domestic worker before I 
ever began this research, and I felt vulnerable as a result of my past on that count. 
The meetings were scheduled, I started by asking domestic workers questions about 
their intentions, and knowledge of schools, ambitions, and their lives. I finally tried to 
probe into their feelings and their attitude to domestic work and their employers, 
which was the purpose of my study. From my own experience, having conversations 
with domestic workers seemed to be more difficult due to sensitive feelings and status 
differences. Oral interviews with most of them showed that they were generally
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trained to be respectful. I learnt that I needed to build trust, maintain good relations, 
and respect what they said and thought I needed to have considered ethical issues, to 
be an active and thoughtful listener, and to have an empathetic understanding of and a 
profound respect for the perspectives of domestic workers. Finally, it was a concern 
among domestic workers that the confidentiality and anonymity promised in initial 
agreements had to be maintained (Miles, 1994). Many respondents said they would 
not have participated in the research if confidentiality had not been ensured (Nelson et 
al., 1983, cited in Lee, 1993), and they were much more willing to co-operate when 
informed of confidentiality.
I noticed that all employers had very high expectations of their domestic workers by 
wanting them to work hard and be faithful. In general, they were particularly 
concerned about their personal wellbeing, their safety, and were likely to inquire 
about their family. However, all employers were extremely inquisitive about what 
their domestic workers had said about them. I had to schedule interviews between 
pairs of employers and their domestic workers for separate times, so that I could 
assure confidentiality to the domestic workers.
At the end of each interview I chatted with all domestic workers and we had some 
snacks, which I brought along. Indeed, these talks were very useful. This part of the 
interview at the end was an informal discussion without tape recording, so I had to 
write up field notes as soon as I left. I very much enjoyed the conversations with all 
domestic workers I interviewed.
5.5 Ethical Considerations
According to Marshall and Rossman (1995:59) the researcher is the ‘instrument’. 
Her presence in the lives of the participants is fundamental, whether that presence is 
sustained and intensive, or relatively brief but personal as, in in-depth interview 
studies, the researcher enters into the lives of the participants. This was the case in 
my research.
My primary ethical consideration was whether the domestic workers in my study 
would suffer physical, emotional, or any other kind of harm due to participation in the
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study. I believed that there was always the possibility that harm would come to 
participants in a qualitative study. Direct questions might inhibit their free and full 
narrative account of the information they had to give. I needed to be careful in the 
wording and position of questions (Bell, 1993). I found that domestic workers were 
likely to be frustrated because o f their particular social status. I explained to both 
employers and especially domestic workers that the research I was performing would 
not affect or harm their everyday lives. I emphasised this point repeatedly throughout 
each interview, sometimes stating it more than one time with the domestic workers I 
interviewed. However, Punch (1986) suggests that researchers need to exercise 
common sense and moral responsibility. In this sense, I was keen to let the 
respondents know that they could have withdrawn from the interviews at any time, so 
that they felt they were the ones in control.
5.5.1 Informed consent
Fontana and Frey (1994) identify three traditional ethical concerns: informed consent 
received from the subject after he or she has been informed about the research, the 
right to privacy to protect the identity of the subject, and protection from harm. Miles 
and Huberman (1994) emphasise that truly informed consent is impossible in 
qualitative studies because events in the field and the researcher’s actions cannot be 
anticipated.
During my fieldwork I was struck by the willingness of domestic workers to bring up 
topics that might be considered very personal: homesickness, financial difficulties, 
bad marriages, unfaithful lovers, poverty, and a variety o f other personal tragedies. 
However, before starting each interview, they were told not to talk about anything that 
may make them appear anxious or under stress (Gilgun et al., 1992), and that they 
could ask to stop the interview at any time they wished. Because some domestic 
workers lacked education, to make them understand some o f the questions was 
difficult. I therefore made a concerted effort to help them understand concepts they 
might find obscure or confusing in each question. The consent form (Appendix E) 
was provided to ensure that all the respondents fully understood the explanation about 
the study (Appendices B, C and D), and also permitted me to use the tape recorder. 
As a researcher, I had an obligation to show not only respect for the rights, interests,
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wishes, needs, values, and desires of the respondents (Creswell, 1994), but also to 
show a concern for their basic personal needs and comforts.
5.6 The Research Tool: Qualitative Interviews
Qualitative interviewing is used ‘in sociological research to refer to in-depth, semi­
structured or loosely structured forms of interviewing’ (Mason, 1996: 38). Burgess 
referred to qualitative interviewing as ‘conversations with a purpose’ (Burgess, 
1984:102, cited in Mason, 1996). For this reason, I found it was very important early 
on to spend time working out what information I expected to get from both domestic 
workers and employers. Since my research topic is regarded as ‘sensitive’, a great 
deal of attention was focused on questions centered around women’s attitudes or 
feelings, any of which might implicitly involve intrusion into their privacy (Lee, 
1993). I was aware of the importance of maintaining confidentiality.
Bell (1993) describes the survey interview in the following way. He says it is firstly a 
conversation between the interviewer and respondent, with the purpose of eliciting 
certain information from the respondent. It secondly provides ‘a way of generating 
data about the social world by asking people to talk about their lives’ (Holstein and 
Gubrium, 1997:113). From the various research issues I wished to address and 
resources I was able to call upon, I selected those questions that looked the most 
promising for data-gathering in the shortest time. I considered what I could hope to 
accomplish in the scant amount of time that was available to me for my interviews. I 
also considered whether my main themes could be related together, in order to 
produce a reasonably concise and coherent analysis.
Interviews involve personal interaction; it is essential to have the interviewees’ 
cooperation (Marshall, 1995). Since the questions cover many areas, interviewees 
may be unwilling or uncomfortable with sharing certain details that the interviewer 
would like to explore; or, they may be unaware of recurring patterns in their lives 
(Marshall, 1995). O f course the interviewer must speak to the respondent in a 
language that is understandable to them (Bell, 1993). Since my respondents were 
domestic workers, I needed to use ‘informal’ language in order to establish an easy 
relationship with them. This meant I avoided using any specialized vocabulary and,
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hence, controlling the interview through language (Arksey et ah, 1999). Additionally, 
if domestic workers used their own everyday vocabulary or slang, I asked for the 
meaning of those words.
For this research, semi-structured interviews were a powerful tool for obtaining 
employers’ and domestic workers’ views, opinions, ideas and experiences and were 
appropriate as my method of data collection. These types of interviews allow people 
to answer more on their own terms than the standardized interview permits, but they 
still give a greater flexibility for data collection and allow comparison with the 
focused interview (May, 1993). However, I had to understand the context and content 
of the interview, and conducted the interview myself with the aim of achieving a 
‘conversation with a purpose.’ The interview had to be somewhat focused, since the 
information I wanted could be exact, concise and precise (Lazarsfeld, 1972).
The interview guide is necessary to provide a framework (Arksey et al., 1999). I 
found that its advised that a researcher should ask the interviewees more questions 
about their answers, if  it helps the researcher to understand the answers better (Arksey 
et al., 1999). Therefore, I developed an interview guide, to help me to question 
respondents under prepared headings (see Appendix F and G). Each interview 
opened with general questions about their background, such as their age, their 
personal income, their education (including their spouses), occupations, and so forth. 
This series of questions was followed by a semi-structured, guided interview focused 
on, for example, interpersonal relationships, the length o f employment, the 
motivation, the attitude they had towards their work, etc., (see Appendices F and G). 
Although I had prepared an interview guide beforehand, while interviewing I allowed 
the conversation to flow informally rather than conducting a structured interview. I 
usually kept the interviewees feeling free to talk, while allowing, however, for all the 
questions from the interview guide to be covered.
It is possible that the employers and domestic workers could dwell at considerable 
length on some points considered significant while neglecting others. Firstly, I 
allowed the interviewee a little time to get accustomed to me in order to help them to 
feel that their ideas were important, and I was interested in hearing them. Secondly, I 
began the interview by breaking the ice and left especially difficult questions until
later. Finally I focused on the main questions. Overall, listening was one of the 
most important skills, which I realized during each interview, as well as building up 
trust between the interviewee and myself.
To guard against inaccuracies in the research, the use of electronic recording media 
has proven to be helpful, particularly to check the wording of any statement I might 
wish to quote later, and to check that my notes were accurate. Repeated listening was 
beneficial for analysis of the data and categorization of answers (Bell, 1993). I also 
used the tape recorder to show respondents that their responses were being treated 
seriously (Arksey et al., 1999). From my own experience, I learnt to couple tape 
recording with a self-devised system of shorthand. The results seem to have been best 
when the notes were written up shortly after the interview ended.
There are some dangers present in relying on electronic recording, however (Lofland, 
et al., 1995). Many researchers may find themselves not listening during the 
interview because they assume that all the relevant information is being recorded at 
the time (Lofland et al., 1995). I had to be careful in taking notes on what was 
transpiring and paid careful attention throughout the course of the interview to my 
subject’s actions and speech. My full attention was focused upon the interviewees. 
Another detrimental effect of taping is the nervousness that taping may arouse during 
the recording session, which could inhibit the interviewee’s frank disclosure of 
relevant details (Arksey et al., 1999).
5.6.1 The pilot study
The pilot study was used to test ideas, explore the implications and inductively 
develop grounded theory. My pilot study ran from mid June to end of August 2001, 
and comprised a sample group of ten employers and ten domestic workers who had 
been working as domestic workers for at least six months. The samples I used for this 
study came from just one school located in the centre of Udonthani.
After each interview, I transcribed the tapes in longhand in Thai, which took from six 
to eight hours for each interview. I transcribed all o f them myself. I chose to do so 
because I wanted to record precisely, as much as possible, the employers’ and
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domestic workers’ feelings and thoughts at the time of the interviews. I felt that it 
was important to do so, especially when I listened to the stories again and the 
emotions and images were fresh in my mind. I listened more analytically each time I 
played the tapes, paying close attention to each question and each response. 
Moreover, when they paused, it always meant something to me and I waited 
inquisitively to hear what they would say next. In transcribing the tapes myself 
immediately afterwards, I felt I had a much better chance of capturing the spoken 
voice in written words and of ultimately reproducing those stories that seemed most 
important to the speakers or most representative o f the collective past of domestic 
workers and their employers.
From my pilot interviews, in the early stages of the interview domestic workers were 
usually a bit quiet. I had to wait until I could guide the conversation with relevant 
statements of my own. While chatting with domestic workers, it was sometimes 
important to guide them by asking leading questions (see Appendix G) in order to 
bring out specific points; introducing them in such a way that they would understand 
them as evidence of my interest in what they were saying. However, I needed to avoid 
posing questions that I believed would lead to a preferable answer that could be 
biased towards my conclusions (Lofland, 1976).
The pilot interviews were significant for producing preliminary data and laying the 
groundwork for the main study exploring the relationship between employers and 
their domestic workers. From the pilot interviews, I learnt several things that would 
shape the main interviews. First, I became more efficient at gaining access to my 
subjects’ personal feelings about the interview topics. In the beginning, for example, I 
would spend time at first getting to know the person, allowing them to tell me about 
themselves. Once my respondent was comfortable in my presence, the flow of 
conversation would get rolling, and I could steer the questions into the topics I wanted 
to gather information about. This took a lot of time in some cases, so I had to learn to 
curb the amount of time spent in familiarising myself, without having to sacrifice any 
bridges of trust that needed to be built. I also learned how to use my position as an 
outside figure to gather information from both sides without either one feeling that I 
was for one side or the other. In one other respect, I changed the way I accessed 
employers; I found that I was able to get more respondents in a shorter amount o f time
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through the school referral method than using snowball sampling, which took greater 
time and produced less desirable results.
5.6.2 The main interviews
The set o f main interviews took place beginning in February 2001, and were 
completed by August 2002. The intention had been to interview 40 employers and 40 
of their domestic workers, including the 10 pairs of pilot study interviews as part of 
the total of 47 pairs. Unexpectedly, I ended up with a larger sample than I had 
expected, resulting in another seven pairs of employers and workers for this study. 
Altogether I had 37 interviews with domestic workers and their employers for use in 
my main interviews. When I began the main interviews, I did not alter my initial 
methods that I used during the pilot sample since they seemed to present an 
appropriate way to gather relevant data.
I conducted interviews with all 37 pairs of domestic workers and their employers 
through the same channels as I did in my pilot study. A key difference, however, was 
the addition of two more schools to the one from the pilot study, which I was using 
again. One school was located on the outskirts of town, and the other was placed in 
the city centre. This widened my pool o f potential respondents. These schools also 
represented somewhat different social groupings than the first school, which benefited 
me in that I obtained more respondents from a variety of social backgrounds. Having 
a variety of respondents from different areas provided a greater range of employers 
from different occupations, educations, and lifestyles.
5.6.3 Managing the interviews
It is important that social researchers understand the dynamics of interviewing and 
sharpen their own use and understanding of the different methods involved, together 
with having an awareness of their strengths and limitations, in order to yield rich 
sources o f data on people’s experiences, opinions, aspirations and feelings (May, 
1993). In any kind of interview listening is particularly important.
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Punch (1998) lists five checkpoints for managing the interview: preparation for the 
interview; beginning the interview; communication and listening skills’, asking 
questions; and closing the interview. Certain special questioning techniques are 
available to researchers when they are confronted with particular communication 
problems (Fielding, 1993). Fielding mentions two principles that should guide 
research interviews. First, the questions should be as open-ended as possible, in order 
to gain spontaneous information about attitudes and actions, as opposed to portraying 
a rehearsed position. Second, the questioning techniques used should be designed to 
encourage respondents to communicate their underlying attitudes, beliefs and values, 
rather than provide a glib or disingenuous response (Fielding, 1993). In this study the 
attitude I conveyed could have had some influence by encouraging the women to 
regard me as a friend rather than purely as a data-gatherer. Additionally, Brannen 
suggests that the way of dealing with sensitive topics is that interviewers should 
eliminate the fear on the part of respondents (Brannen, 1988, cited in Lee, 1993), 
which is necessary to ensure trust.
Individual respondents are ‘treated as sources of general information when 
interviewing, and their responses are used to reconstruct the reality o f the lives of a 
social group’ (Schwartz and Jacobs, 1979:38). The interviewer should get the 
interviewee to talk freely. I avoided, however, influencing their remarks. It was 
essential that domestic workers felt free to express their own ideas, unhampered by 
my ideas, my values and preconceptions. I used a directive approach in the 
interviews, and encouraged free association. I tried to be a good listener. 
Furthermore, I attempted to cover systematically a wide range o f subjects: their 
earliest memories before becoming a domestic worker, their dreams of the future, 
their fears o f living in their employer’s house rather than their own home, their jobs, 
their joys, finally their relationship with friends, relatives, and employers.
After finishing the interviews, I asked my respondents whether they had any questions 
to ask me, and of course I responded to their queries as best I could. I sometimes 
stayed longer after interviewing my respondents, both the employers and their 
domestic workers, because at the end of the interviews they often felt relaxed and 
opened up a bit more of their feelings. As a result at the end, I garnered additional, 
unexpected data from them.
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5.6.4 Interviewer bias
One of the most significant problems in interviewing is the possibility that the 
attitudes and personalities of the participants may colour supposedly factual 
statements (Van Dyke Gingham et al., 1959). This is most noticeable in those 
interviews that are conducted for the purpose of discovering facts about the person 
being interviewed. Just as the interviewer’s own professional or personal bias may 
affect his or her fact-gathering, so also the prejudice, ignorance, or the inability of the 
interviewee to communicate articulately, may cause inaccuracies to arise in the data 
(Van Dyke Gingham et al., 1959). It is possible that the interviewee misunderstands 
the questions being asked by the interviewer, and will give incorrect information 
leading to further error in the analysis.
Selltiz et al. state, ‘interviewers are human beings and not machines, and their manner 
may have an effect on the respondents’ (Selltiz et al., 1962:583, cited in Bell, 1992). 
It is important to bear in mind that since all the interviews were conducted by myself, 
there could not have been any outside bias introduced by other interviewers. I was 
very careful about the way questions were put. Sometimes the domestic workers 
showed that they needed to be led along a line o f questioning, I tried not to give my 
perspective of the topic posed during the question-and-answer process, which may or 
may not have gone against the respondents’ own views.
Gavron (1966:159) made a similar point about her research, noting that Tt is difficult 
to see how bias can be avoided completely, but awareness of the problem plus 
constant self-control can help’ (Gavron, 1966, cites in Bell, 1992). Many times, 
interviewers ordinarily make their own judgments of how the interviewee feels about 
certain topics, and whether he or she is being frank or defensive. Thus, during the 
interviews I was constantly aware of the dangers o f bias which I did my best to 
eliminate and tried to keep an open mind about what emerged from my research.
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5.6.5 Interviewing problems
Since doing fieldwork was difficult, tough and stressful, presenting it to respondents, 
of course, was not always easy. Before discussing general issues, I will briefly 
mention some relevant aspects of my own interviewing experience. During the course 
of my interviews, many respondents asked me intensely personal questions. I found 
avoiding the questions to be problematic and ultimately unhelpful, because it seemed 
to discredit my professed concern for their personal lives. These interviews, together 
with my previous experience with interviewing women, led me to conclude that when 
I was asked questions, I should answer them as fully as was required at the end of 
interview. For example, one of the domestic workers asked me about my age, my 
salary and my relationship status. I found that' the way I responded to the 
interviewees’ questions might have encouraged them to regard me as a friend, rather 
than a data gatherer. However, I replied to her at the end of the interview.
5.6.5.1 Arranging interviews
Since these were one-to-one interviews, some of the potential subjects showed 
significant apprehension while I was attempting to convince them to take part in the 
research and this situation could produce embarrassment. However, Berg suggests if 
everybody always happily participated in doing research, there would be no problem 
in asking respondents questions (Berg, 1995). There is another problem, too, that 
respondents may refuse. For instance, some respondents insist that they simply have 
no time, a problem that happened most often with the employers. Breg (1995) 
suggests two strategies to solve this problem: first, researchers can interview 
respondents during late evening hours; second, researchers may conduct the interview 
in several segments, even during lunch breaks at the work site, if  it is possible. In each 
pair of interviews, I interviewed the employers and their domestic workers separately, 
with the employers being placed first, followed by their domestic workers 
immediately afterwards. I did not schedule any of the pairs for interviews on separate 
occasions in order to prevent any circumstances from causing a pair not to be 
interviewed. Contingencies that might have taken place are, for example, if  I should 
have forgotten to return for one interview, or if  the employer got nervous and refused 
to allow me access to her domestic worker after her interviews, and so forth.
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However, for this research, I considered it appropriate to interview employers in their 
free time, and their domestic workers during their domestic duties, if  their employers 
allowed. Another writer, Sanders (1980) suggests that one cannot hope to ‘learn the 
ropes’ of being a field researcher without suffering from ‘rope bum s’ (Sanders, 1980, 
cited in Lee, 1993:121). Most researchers will face the fact o f being a stranger when 
they seek personal details about people’s lives, feelings, thoughts and so on.
5.6.5.2 Interviews declined
One persistent disruption that occurred while conducting the interviews with my 
respondents was the number of times they declined the interview after scheduling the 
interview time (see Table 5.1). A number of employers changed their mind to give 
me interviews when I telephoned them to re-confirm just before going to their homes. 
Twelve of them gave me a more discouraging time by allowing me to come to the 
interview, but then when I arrived they asked me to come another time because work 
just suddenly ‘appeared’ mysteriously right before my arrival. One employer told me 
that she needed the transcript o f her interview and her domestic worker’s interview, 
but I refused since it was essential to keep the domestic workers’ interviews as 
confidential. This employer then denied me the chance to interview her and her 
domestic worker. Another employer decided not to undertake her interview because 
of her son’s illness, although she gladly agreed to be interviewed over the telephone. 
In that one instance, I politely declined since the research method involved directly 
interviewing the domestic worker of the employer too. One employer allowed me to 
interview her domestic worker, but not her, because she was busy with her business 
affairs; again I politely refused for the reasons mentioned above. One scheduled 
interview had the employer believing that I was simply picking up a household self- 
completion survey, despite our previous phone conversations where I outlined exactly 
what I was going to do; as a result, she declined to allow the interviews to go forward.
In a different type of circumstance, I was asked by five employers upon arriving at 
their house to wait until they finished with what they were involved in, despite the 
pre-arranged meeting time that they had agreed with me. The waits sometimes turned 
out to be extremely long, which meant I had to leave and thereby skip that interview
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without being able to reschedule it for another time. This wasted considerable 
amounts o f time on those occasions. Another two employers told me that they 
misunderstood my status when I showed up. Their confusion was centred on the fact 
that they thought that I was a teacher from their children’s school, so that when I 
arrived for the interviews and they discerned my actual origin, they refused to be 
interviewed. Six employers postponed their appointments, but only after I had already 
arrived to their homes. Though I tried to arrange other appointments with this group, 
they seemed almost never to have been at home, so I decided not to interview this 
group in my scheduled interviews.
Despite the number o f respondents who declined, it was not difficult to find 
respondents to replace the lost interviewees. I had a number o f potential respondents 
on hand as back ups; however, I had to accept the waste of time as an unfortunate part 
of the overall process. Typically, for each lost respondent I had to make at least two 
telephone calls for each respondent, plus travelling to those respondents without 
gaining anything valuable for research purposes.
Table 5.1 Reasons for declining interviews
Reasons for refusal Number of employers
Postponing the interview for too long 23
Misunderstanding about interviewer status 3
Allowing for only a one-sided interview, (son’s 
illness/engaged with work) 2
Asking for a transcript of the interview 1
Total 29
5.6.5.S Time taken to complete interviews
After I had set up who I was to interview (by selecting the employers in different 
areas and occupations), I then started making appointments by telephone to set the 
time for each interview to take place. During my initial interviews with each pair of
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employer and domestic worker, I felt afterwards that the interviews were often taking 
longer than I had expected. Most employers carried on with stories or their own 
personal feelings and thoughts until my tape was finished. Sometimes when this 
happened, I had not yet covered some of the key areas that I wanted in my interviews 
with them. I had to become creative in how I managed the interviews, so that I could 
keep them on track, opening with the questions I wanted to know about first, and then 
closing with some free time at the end for them to carry on with their stories.
With the domestic workers, the interviews went on longer principally due to the initial 
shyness with which the domestic workers approached strangers and the resultant 
silence to most of my first questions. I had to spend time and emotional skills in 
persuading the domestic workers to trust me, and gradually they would open up and 
discuss the topics I wished to cover. However, on many occasions the tape ran out 
without anything much recorded, so this necessitated the use of several extra tapes by 
the time all of the interviews were finished.
Most of the interviews took between forty minutes and an hour for an employer and 
typically about an hour for the domestic workers. I was able to interview each pair of 
domestic worker and their employer having used only one cassette tape that was 60 
minutes in length on each side of the cassette, totaling two hours altogether. I 
normally kept each pair of them together on the same cassette (albeit on different 
sides of the cassette) in order to help me better facilitate organisation and analysis of 
the data. Specifically, as it was done throughout the interviews, side A was used for 
the employer’s interview, while I used the other side for the domestic worker’s.
5.6.5.4 Locations of interviews
There still were a number o f other, unexpected problems that occurred while I did my 
main interviews. During many of the sessions with the domestic workers, I had a 
difficult time hearing the words they said because they were afraid of speaking too 
loudly in case their employers overheard what they were saying. It was during these 
times that I discovered how truly useful the small radio cassette player was, because 
after the interviews I was able to listen to the recordings and I heard what was said 
much better than during the interview. Another recurrent problem with the interviews
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was the penchant o f the employers for eavesdropping on their domestic workers’ 
interviews. The domestic workers were, o f course, aware of this habit, and so I needed 
to be careful with each question I asked, so as to provide the domestic workers with a 
way to answer the question without risking any retribution from the employer.
5.6.5.5 Emotional problems during interviews
One of the factors that delayed the interviews was having intense emotional responses 
from many of the domestic workers. Interviewing the domestic workers revealed that 
many of them felt vulnerable and generally insecure with living in their employers’ 
home. The majority of domestic workers in this research were not satisfied with their 
jobs or their status as domestic workers, so that during the interviews the abundance 
of expressed feeling, often evoked emotional responses from me as well. More than 
once the response was excessively tearful, moving me to tears along with them. The 
pilot study involved a small number of respondents, so that I did not have access to a 
wide variety of samples for assessing psychological profiles. However, when I was 
conducting the main body of interviews, my data collection encompassed a much 
larger number and a greater diversity of subjects.
During this stage o f the data gathering, I was introduced on a very personal level to 
the lives o f the average domestic workers. While performing the main fieldwork, I 
must confess that my feelings towards many of these young vulnerable women began 
to intrude into my everyday life and on many occasions made me feel like I wanted to 
abandon work on this subject. Being in the position of a researcher, I was troubled by 
feelings o f guilt about detachedly interviewing people on such a personal level, whose 
lives contained so much pain and sorrow. During the interviews, it became truly 
difficult for me to get into the personal life of someone who felt such a profound 
sense o f their own personal worthlessness, in who they were and what they were 
doing, and to remain nonetheless dispassionate towards the topic. Doing this research 
admittedly was the most difficult thing I have ever had to do, in large part because it 
brought home to me just how miserable was the plight of these women and this was 
reinforced with each interview that I conducted. The interviewing had to continue, 
however, if  anything was ever going to change for these women, and the burden of 
this internal conflict created within me resulted in having to seek counseling with the
98
help of the University of Surrey Counselling Service. It was only after some intense 
soul-searching that I was able to settle myself to the work again, and to push ahead on 
the research that I had started with the hope that it would be useful for other research 
and changing policy in the future.
5.6.5.6 Unexpected consequences
While I was conducting the main interviews, one critical incident underscored for me 
the importance o f obtaining prior written consent (Appendix E) before entering 
subjects’ homes. The incident involved a wealthy employer. Her company places 
Thais in overseas jobs, both professional and nonprofessional, in places like Brunei, 
Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan. Working in her own home, she had three 
domestic workers, each of whom worked at separate times.
The day I interviewed her and her domestic worker, I interviewed the employer first. 
When it came time to interview the domestic worker, I asked to be allowed to 
interview in the domestic worker's bedroom. During the interview, the domestic 
worker showed me bruises on her stomach and arms, which she claimed was caused 
by her employer. She described one episode where her employer became upset over 
some bad-tasting coffee, and punished the domestic worker by pouring the coffee on 
her. She also told me about other incidents of abuse and humiliation. The domestic 
worker said that at times when she was cleaning the stairs, for example, the employer 
would come down the stairs and block the employee’s way— sometimes even pushing 
her down the stairs. Recalling these incidents of abuse made her quite upset and she 
began to cry while explaining them to me.
I felt that this severe sort of abuse, coupled with an unprecedented openness on the 
part o f a domestic worker, necessitated me to document what I was being shown. I 
then took a few photos of her body, highlighting the bruises she pointed out to me. 
When the interview was over, I came back home, and told no one about what 
transpired during my interview. However, a couple of days later, I received a phone 
call from a policeman who wanted to question me about the interviews. The 
employer had filed a complaint against me with the police, claiming that I had
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trespassed into her home without permission. In my defence, I had her signed consent 
form (Appendix E), stating that I could interview both o f them in her home. I decided 
not to say anything about the photos at that point. I did not think that taking the 
photos was a trespass because it was the domestic worker’s right to grant me 
permission to do so, and she gave me permission. The officers asked me to come 
down to the police station for questioning. During the interviews, the officers 
separated the employer and I into different rooms for questioning. I was asked 
several questions about the interview with the domestic worker as well as questions 
such as what sorts of purposes were behind my interviews, what course o f study I was 
pursuing, etc.
Finally they asked for the photographs I had taken in order to provide more evidence 
for their investigation. O f course, up to this point, I still had not told them about the 
film, so I could only conclude that the domestic worker confessed to her employer 
about the pictures being taken, probably on pain of more severe beatings. I told them 
that I had not developed the film yet, because I was thinking of bringing it to the UK 
to develop it there. They insisted that they should develop the film, as it would help 
to support (or clear) any claim against the employer. I had to agree reluctantly, and I 
was accompanied back to my home with two police officers to collect the roll of 
film. This case ended with the policeman taking the film. Only after repeated requests 
for the return of the film did I receive the film roll back, however the incriminating 
evidence had been cut out from the film.
5.7 Data Analysis
It is necessary to review and sometimes revise the analytic focus of the data, 
especially in the light of the initial findings, which may influence the development of 
analysis (Dey, 1993). Sometimes, we do not get what we expected. Even if the data 
does conform to initial expectations, it is important to be sure that the focus is in tune 
with the data. During each interview, I noted anything that was interesting with 
regard to the relationship between these two groups of women. After returning home 
from each interview, I played the tape to check if there was anything missing, and 
wrote the names of both the employer and worker on each tape to designate which 
pair had just been interviewed, and included the date and time.
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I did half o f the transcription work from the tapes myself, and hired a Thai typist in 
Thailand to do the rest of them, rather than doing it in the UK because it was more 
cost-effective. However, I listened to all the interviews personally to remind me of 
each specific interview, in case the typists I hired missed some part o f the interview. It 
bears noting that on some o f the recordings, the tape was not clear enough due to the 
domestic workers speaking so low or indistinctly, which posed some difficulties for 
the typist undertaking the transcriptions. Listening to the interviews myself allowed 
me to fill in the gaps for the typist’s work, and thus ensured that nothing critical was 
missed due to a poor recording.
There are different theorists who set limits in their own grounded theory studies that 
state beforehand the variations they might expect and the conditions that would 
accompany the variations (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Their aim is to explain the 
consequences for the relationships within the different circumstances they have 
studied. (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). This approach is grounded in the actual data 
collected, and is developed conceptually and tested against the empirical data 
(Maxwell, 1996). This means that the theories that are produced beforehand can be 
developed fully, so that the consequences can be studied. Moreover, I aimed at 
various levels of perspective when using the grounded theory procedures. An 
important step for the development of grounded theory in my research was to link my 
findings with major theoretical constructs in relation to employers and domestic roles. 
Dey (1993) indicates that a meaningful and adequate account needs to be developed 
interpreted and explained by the analyst. However, this should include understanding 
also.
5.7.1 Using MAXqda data analysis package
Without classifying the data, there is no way of knowing what is being analyzed. 
Before analysis, I classified the data into a range of codes and sub-codes that was an 
integral part of the analysis, since this laid the conceptual foundations upon which 
interpretation and explanations are based.
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The analysis o f the qualitative data involved the classification of emerging themes 
coming from the interviews. I analysed the data collected from all ninety-four 
interviews by using MAXqda qualitative data analysis package. From the twenty 
pilot interviews, I analysed, coded and identified the data without the benefit o f this 
software analysis program. The data I collected from the pilot interviews were 
incorporated into the main body of interview data for the final analysis.
MAXqda has a significant advantage when it comes to analysing data. I first 
imported all my interview transcripts in the Rich Text Format, and then I entered 
them into the program. In addition to the numerous other advantages, MAXqda 
allows the researcher easy access in several different languages, including thankfully 
the Thai language. The MAXqda software can also create a hierarchical code 
(category) system with up to ten levels, and select text segments from my own code 
system (MAXqda, 2002). Moreover, I could keep track of my field notes or my ideas 
by writing memos through the program’s interface control panel.
5.7.2 Data analysis: the process
Throughout this thesis, all respondents’ names given in the study are fictitious. The 
respondents who are employers were identified by the initial ‘E ’ in front o f their given 
name; for example, ‘ETanapom’ refers to an employer we will call ‘Tanapom.’ In the 
same manner, the initial ‘D ’ in front of the pseudonym identifies domestic workers; 
for example, ‘DTanapom’ refers to a domestic worker name ‘Tanapom.’ Since I 
interviewed multiple pairs each consisting of one employer and one domestic worker, 
I chose to use the same name for each pair, to facilitate identification of which 
employer was paired with which domestic worker.
5.7.2.1 Analysis of study data
This research analysed the interaction between employers and domestic workers. The 
result o f this process is to combine their thoughts, attitudes and feelings towards one 
another. However, the aim of analysis is not just to describe how employers and 
domestic workers feel. I also wanted to better understand the common objects or 
events to which both of them referred.
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In conclusion, through analysis, I aimed to progress from initial description, through 
the process of breaking data down into concepts, and finally determine how these 
components interconnect.
5.8 Validity and Reliability
Silverman (2000) describes truth as being synonymous with validity. Dey defines 
validity in terms of being ‘well grounded conceptually and empirically’ (1999:268). 
In his view, a theory is considered grounded according to his definitions insofar as the 
concepts the theory generates are rooted in the data it produces. This fact may be 
mitigated by the role of the theorist in bringing theoretical sensitivity to the task of 
interpretation (Dey, 1999).
Kirk and Miller (1986:20) define reliability as ‘the degree to which the finding is 
independent of accidental circumstances of the research’ (cited in Perakyla, 1997:203) 
Mason expresses a potential concern for the researcher about the appropriate 
measures of reliability (Mason, 1996). She identifies two ways to demonstrate the 
reliability of the method: first, asking what it is that you think your data sources and 
generation methods can potentially tell you, and how well they can do this. Secondly, 
by asking how valid is your data analysis, and the interpretation on which it is based. 
Some answers are time-sensitive, and may not always be reliable; as Bell notes, 
questions which ask for opinions may yield different answers based upon experiences 
immediately prior to the interview - for instance, domestic workers may just have had 
some experience which frustrated them or the employers may have had some anger 
which affected their response (Bell, 1993).
Lofland and Lofland (1995) argue that direct apprehension o f the social world through 
naturalistic investigation has fewer problems with validity than research traditions that 
rely instead on indirect perception. Nonetheless, it is still the case that a question 
must be raised regarding the truth of every piece of information received by the 
naturalistic researcher (Lofland and Lofland, 1995).
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The validity of research, however, also concerns the interpretation o f interviews 
(Silverman, 1993 cited in Silverman, 1997). Experience has shown that interview 
subjects, when given the chance, will distinguish which statements or questions are 
sensible to the interviewee, and which are incorrect or nonsense. When evaluating 
interview data, the interviewer should focus on determining whether the informant has 
given us an accurate account of some particular event (Schwartz and Jacobs, 1979).
Many problems occur particularly when the data collected seems to be a product of 
the research method used rather than of what is being studied. Researchers will, 
typically, rely mostly on what they see and hear during the interview (Lofland and 
Lofland, 1995). I accepted that what I had collected was people’s answers to 
questions, which however were not necessarily a true picture of their thoughts or 
attitudes. The data I collected might not have obtained the whole picture of what 
transpired in the lives of the subjects. For example, domestic workers are as a group 
functionally powerless; so they might have dressed up their comments in a 
disingenuously positive fashion because of the fact they resided in their employer’s 
house, and had no real trust in the interviewer. However, as I spent more time with 
domestic workers in each interview, and gave them a chance to relax and tried to get 
to know them, it encouraged greater truthfulness on their part. This was evidenced by 
the eventual production of genuine emotional response: for example, some wept when 
I asked them about their life since they came to live with their employers, their 
attitude towards to their employers, or whether they were homesick.
When I gathered my data I normally stayed at the employer’s houses longer than I had 
previously expected, mainly because I spent extra time trying to build a bridge o f trust 
between my subjects and myself. It was essential that they felt I was merely gathering 
data for research, and that the data gathering should not represent an interference or 
threat for them. Because I personally collected the data, it was therefore possible to 
decrease any validity problems with the research, since I could see the events and 
places that domestic workers lived, and hear their personal stories about these places. 
I also toured the employer’s house with them, through their bedrooms, and the places 
that they normally were around. Seeing the personal space of each subject added 
credibility to their interviews, since they could not have hidden their living conditions 
from me once I had seen them with my own eyes. Another thing that assisted the
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reliability and validity of the data was to compare the majority of the respondents’ 
answers, to see whether the results of their opinions, views, and attitude towards their 
employers were similar. Since the majority of the domestic workers in my thesis 
answered in comparable ways about their employers or the unhappiness they felt 
while living in the employers’ homes, the data seemed clear of any partiality or bias 
within the responses given.
However, there were many reasons which could lead an interviewee to misreport to 
the researcher, so I kept it in mind that respondents might have different purposes 
from that of the researcher (Fielding et al., 1986). One researcher has a suggestion 
that if  we want to preserve as realistic a feel as possible, then we must accept that 
controlling all o f the variables is impossible (McNeill, 1985).
Furthermore, the characteristics of both employers and their domestic workers were 
drawn out to strengthen the validity of this research (see Appendices H and I). Hakim 
(2000) believes that the more detailed the interview, the more likely respondents are 
to be giving true, correct, complete and believable reports of their views and 
experiences. Any information that was given to me needed to have been scrutinized 
carefully and thoroughly; I had to make sure that they were serious statements about 
the existing relationships that I was there to study.
5.9 Conclusion
This chapter has sought to explain the overall methodology I used in the study of the 
relationship between female domestic workers and their female employers in 
Thailand. The decision to choose a qualitative approach was appropriate for the aims 
of the thesis and supported by the discussion in this chapter. The principal aim was to 
hold separate interviews with 47 pairs o f domestic workers and their employers in 
Udonthani, Thailand. The fact that I used semi-structured, in-depth interviews as the 
primary method of data collection was also explored in detail, for instance, the 
explanation of how I interviewed those respondents, how to reduce the likelihood of 
bias that might have occurred, and finally to discuss the interviewing problems that 
occurred during the fieldwork. The use of MAXqda data analysis programme proved
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useful to me to classify and analyse the data, as well as to help sort my data into codes 
and concepts.
This chapter also outlined my sampling strategy and criteria. It spoke of some of the 
obstacles I faced in gaining access to the employers and their domestic workers, as 
well as the considerations I had to bear in mind as a researcher concerning the 
answers I was given in each interview. All of these things can pose problems for the 
researcher to overcome, and I faced many in conducting this research. Since I utilised 
reliable methods of data recording, and given the fact that I sought to reduce sources 
of interviewer and interviewee bias, it was hoped that together these techniques 
served to eliminate as much as humanly possible any erroneous or misleading data. 
To demonstrate the data analysis, I have used quotations from the transcripts. The 
transcripts were translated into English primarily where it was needed for inclusion in 
the text. The prefix of each quote was T n f, which meant interviewer. The symbols 
‘ showed where words have been omitted by the researcher asking the questions.
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Chapter 6
Characteristics of Domestic Workers and their Employers
The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of parts of the empirical data 
gathered in the interviews. It will attempt to set out the different demographic and 
socio-economic statistics o f the sample of employers and their domestic workers. By 
formulating the data in separate groups, it is the hope o f this chapter to compare the 
differences and similarities (if any) between these two groups of women.
The groups are broken down demographically based on several criteria: first, their 
relative age, followed by occupation, income level, educational background, children 
and household sizes (see appendices H and I). Furthermore, the motives on both sides 
for seeking out domestic service are detailed based on the reactions to questions posed 
to each group, as well as the actual processes available to each group to obtain work 
and domestic workers. Within each group, the answers to these questions are 
compared to illustrate similarities and differences. Finally, the chapter will explore 
the disadvantages that domestic workers suffer for this choice o f labour in terms of 
salary.
6.1 Characteristics of Employers
The number of middle-class Thai women seeking work outside o f the home is 
growing rapidly in Thailand and this chapter will concern itself with the ensuing 
expansion in the recruitment of domestic workers and the types o f employers 
involved. For while the key to understanding the domestic worker’s situation is the 
nature o f her dependence on her employer, the employer is also, o f course, in a 
dependent situation due to the importance of her obtaining reliable, honest and 
dependable help in the home. Also, having a virtual stranger living in with a family 
can put a great strain on all relationships, if things do not work out.
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6.1.1 Social status
The employers in this research covered a wide range of class positions, ages, 
educational backgrounds, occupational roles, living conditions, life style, experiences 
and attitudes. This heterogeneous group has been sub-divided into three categories 
according to the level o f the standard o f living. The first sub-group live in luxurious, 
comfortably-furnished dwellings. The second sub-group resides in suburban, medium­
sized homes and the third sub-group occupies small homes. All o f the employers are 
able to speak, write and read Thai well: 80 per cent of them are Thai -  Chinese.
The first group of employers is considered to be high-class: Most o f them live around 
2-3 miles from the town centre. Some have two houses -  one in the town centre and 
another located in the wealthy outskirts. These are beautifully furnished and often 
have a luxury swimming pool, gymnasium and are set in beautiful gardens. This 
group of employers has at least one expensive car but more often there is a car for 
each adult family member. In total, there were four employers from the upper-class 
category.
The second sub-group o f employers either live a similar distance from the town 
centre, but in medium-sized houses which are not so luxurious, or occupy town- 
houses7 or sometimes have homes above their businesses. The majority of them own 
their own businesses, which, typically, are jewellery shops, clothes shops or 
international job agencies or recruitment consultants. Employer samples from this 
class constitute the largest group of employers, namely thirty-one out of the total 
number.
The third sub-group are the least well off of the employers in the study and are often 
civil servants working for the government. Most of them live in town houses or rental 
houses in ‘Prajak’ Road (which the Udonthani people call ‘Government Road’). This 
street area is surrounded by many government schools, hospitals, army administration 
centres etc. Overall, most of this sub-group enjoy a good standard of living and have
7 A small house which Thais typically see as either for small families, or for larger but lower income 
families
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their own means of transport, even if it is a motorcycle. The remaining twelve 
employers in the sample were from this group
6.1.2 Age
The age range of female employers is between 20 to over 50 years old, illustrated in 
Table 6.1, with the majority between 36 to 45 years old. The majority o f the women 
are married - only two are widows and one is a spinster. Many o f them have had more 
than one domestic worker in the past few years. In all cases, both employers and 
domestic workers were women, and it seemed that age is strongly related to the nature 
of the power relations o f employers to their employees. The older the employers are 
the more authority they can command over the younger domestic workers, who are 
supposed to listen and be docile to their elders. This view is supported by the Thai 
culture, as explained in Chapter 1, where Katzman (1978:153) refers to the benevolent 
role, which some employers assume toward their servants. This, he points out, could 
be termed 6 matemalism ’.
Table 6.1 Employers by Age Group
Age Number of 
Employers
2 0 -2 5 1
2 6 -3 0 4
3 1 -3 5 7
3 6 -4 0 11
4 1 -4 5 15
4 6 - 5 0 7
Over 50 2
Total 47
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6.1.3 Occupation
The great majority of the employers had worked before they were married. The 
occupations o f the employers showed lots of variety, ranging from medical doctors, 
college lecturers, local politicians, teachers, estate agents, business executives, 
bookkeepers, library assistants, commercial sales ladies8, dentists, pharmacists, shop 
owners9, self-employed10, civil servants, a policewoman, a banker, stockbroker, 
engineer, accountant, and nurse and housewife, and all o f them are doing full-time 
work (see Appendix H). The largest occupational category (more than half) was shop 
owners and the self-employed. From the data, it seemed that the employers who had 
previously worked full-time for other companies had not been satisfied with their 
original jobs and quit to go into work for themselves. The reasons they gave were
mainly either the economic crisis, or that they had become bored with their work after
doing the same type of job for a long time. However, all gave the need for extra 
monetary income to support their families as their main reason for continuing to work.
The most common reasons female employers gave for leaving their jobs were because 
either they were laid off due to the economic downturn over the past few years, or 
because they became pregnant. Now, however, with the recent upturn in the economy, 
they are nearly all employed outside the home and go out almost every day, even if it 
is to the family-owned or run shop or business on the domestic premises. These 
women see their incomes as supplementing the household finances and enabling them 
to have a higher standard of living and, therefore, a higher status.
The husbands’ occupations also varied greatly, and most were in similar economic 
sectors as their wives, apart from an attorney, a judge, a bank manager and a soldier.
The fact that the majority of employers work in professional or highly skilled 
occupations would thus be likely to have less time to communicate with their own 
domestic workers meant that many of these domestic workers seem to have fewer 
problems with their employers:
8 Insurance sales person, direct sale person.
9 Jewellery shop owner, clothes shop owner etc.
10 Business owner such as a computer company or hotel etc.
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EM ali (37)11: I work from 8 am to 5 pm. Sometimes I have to 
take work home so I hardly see her (domestic worker), or talk 
to her like other employers.
E T anaporn (31): I am not actually living with my family, 
because I travel a lot. My husband works in Sakonnakon as a 
surgery doctor, and we travel from here to where he works 
every day. Once we get home it’s quite late, thus I don’t see 
her that much, except on some weekends.
ED ara (33): She never mentions anything when I return home 
but that’s probably because most of my time is taken up with 
work.
6.1.4 Household incomes
Total family income from all employers is shown in Table 6.2, where we can see that 
household income level for those who employ domestic workers is quite high. My 
data shows that most employers have a household income o f over 30,000 baht12 per 
month, followed by seven o f them in the 25,000-30,000 baht range, three of the 
employers having 10,001-15,000 baht range, and only one employer having 5,000- 
10,000 baht13 per month. The range of their household income is largely the 
consequence o f their occupation, with doctors and business or shop owners making 
the most money among various occupations.
11 Age
12 salary per month
13 Approximately 10,000 baht = 140 pounds (sterling money in June 2004)
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Table 6.2 Total Monthly Household Income
Monthly household 
income (Baht)
Number of 
Employers
5 ,0 0 0 - 10,000 1
10,001 -15 ,000 3
15,001 -20 ,000 9
20,001-25,000 11
25,001 -  30,000 7
30,001 over 16
Total 47
6.1.5 Level o f educational achievement
There was a wide range of educational attainment amongst the employers, as shown 
in Table 6.3. Thirty-two of the sample had attained a university degree. Three had 
passed the legal requirements for compulsory school attendance, two had passed the 
secondary level of schooling and three possessed high school and seven achieved 
vocational level qualifications. Furthermore, some employers had additional 
vocational training such as a food training certificates or a clothes cutting certificate. 
My data suggests that no matter how many educational qualifications an employer 
has; they always want their children to achieve higher educational qualifications. 
Most employers in the sample had high aspirations for their children to acquire at 
least university degree level for both sexes. On the other hand, none of employers 
showed any concern about their domestic workers’ level of education.
Table 6.3 Education Level of Employers
Education level Number of 
employers
Primary or lower 3
Secondary 2
High school 3
Vocational 7
University 32
Total 47
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6.1.6 Number of children
All except one of the women employers in the sample had children (as shown in 
Table 6.4). The exception was one family who were in the process of trying to 
conceive.14 The typical family in my study had two children of different ages and 
gender, with the majority of the children being less than ten years old. Not 
surprisingly, having a greater number of children in certain households corresponded 
with an increase in the workload of the workers therein. The number of children in the 
household did not correspond to the number of domestic workers, however, as most 
employers only wished to employ only one worker.
Table 6.4 Number of Children in Each Household
Number o f Children Number of Households
0 1
1 9
2 18
3 9
4 6
5 2
6 1
7 1
Total 47
6.1.7 Household size
The average size of employers’ households varied considerably. While gauging the 
precise number was difficult, I was able to estimate approximately how many 
members lived within each household I visited. The majority had 4-6 members 
followed by 7-9 numbers as seen on Table 6.5. A smaller number o f households held 
from 10-15 members. Only one household was even larger, holding somewhere from 
16-18 members. Most homes are substantial and, on the whole, pleasant and 
comfortably furnished. Employers from all three sub-groups own at least one
14 This employer was one o f  the respondents from the snowball sample
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expensive consumer item, such as a television or Hi-fi stereo, or refrigerator, video 
player and gas or electric cooking facilities, etc.
A larger household, or course, needs more housework and, therefore, may require 
more domestic workers. The custom in Thailand is that anyone in the family can 
command the domestic worker(s) to do any task, which means that one domestic 
worker in effect has many employers at the same time. Even a smaller household with 
a family business or shop often requires their domestic workers to shoulder 
commercial as well as domestic burdens.
Table 6.5 Household Size of Employers
Size Number o f 15 Households
1 - 3 1
4 - 6 27
7 - 9 13
1 0 - 1 2 2
1 3 - 1 5 3
1 6 - 1 8 1
Total 47
6.2 Reason for Hiring Domestic Workers
From table 6.6, it seems apparent that having a live-in domestic worker is essential to 
these employer families. Not only does it free the women to work outside the home, 
these domestic workers perform a wide range of domestic tasks from nannying, 
shopping, housekeeping and house minding. Their employment means that employers 
are free to go out socially and go away for long periods of time, often abroad, for 
vacations, without having to worry about who is going to watch over their property.
15 Number in household includes adults, children, and domestic workers
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Table 6.6 Main Reason for Hiring Domestic Workers
Main Reasons for hiring domestic workers Number of households
Someone to do the household tasks and they 
have no time to do 10
To take care of elderly 4
Babysitter/child care 18
Dislike housework 3
Too old for housework 1
Physical handicap 1
To take care o f the houses when employers 
go out or go abroad 7
To go to the markets and cook 2
Single parent needing help 2
Total 47
The data suggests that having live-in domestic workers is highly desirable and much 
cheaper and more reliable and safer then hiring daily domestic help and childcare, as 
is evidenced by the following remarks:
ESuda (48): It is not easy to trust people these days. It is better if  
we have someone in our own house to take care of our kids; I feel I 
can trust her more than the day care.
ENary (39): Although she does not know how to take care o f my 
kids properly, life is better with her help.
EPorn (33): The day care is too expensive -  about 3,000 baht per 
month from Monday to Friday -  and I really do not trust them.
Having my domestic worker has been really helpful; after she has 
done the housework she stays with my little baby all the time.
Most of the employers feel that they have to work due to economic necessity (only 
two employers from the sample are full-time housewives); they have to rely on day­
care for their children, especially those who have very young, pre-school children (the 
average number o f children per household was found to be 2 and their ages vary
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widely). If day-care centres cannot take their children because they are full then, in 
the absence of live-in domestic workers, these children are often entrusted to relatives 
or neighbours and this often turns out to be an inadequate and unreliable arrangement.
EChonticha (42): Only once have I asked my neighbour to look 
after my child when I was visiting my mother in Nongkai. But I 
would never ask her again because I saw a lot o f marks on my 
child’s legs, which were caused by mosquito bites. I assumed that 
my neighbour did not really look after her; maybe she was busy 
doing something else.
EM ali (37): When my first child was bom we were desperate for 
someone to take care of her. I could only take days off for 3 months 
and she still needed breast-feeding and I had to run home every 
lunchtime to breast-feed her. My husband and I couldn’t find any 
domestic workers, so we finally got my husband’s sister but she kept 
telling us to find someone soon, because she could only help 
temporarily.
E W ara (35): I remember when my two twins were still little my 
domestic worker resigned. I was so mad because I could not handle 
two babies on my own, and I needed to work. I was almost going 
nuts.
Another employer said:
ESasiton (47): Domestic workers are very helpful: they take care of 
my house, clean, and sometimes cook. But the greatest help is when 
they look after my children.
Another beneficial reason for having domestic workers as babysitters is familiarity 
and constancy. Usually, these domestic workers acknowledge and respect the 
children’s routine. They care about the children’s well-being and development and 
have loving, parental attitudes toward the children.
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EIsara (40): O f course, it is always better to have a live-in domestic 
worker at home. I can rely on her for every thing. I do not need to 
hurry home when I finish my work each day. She even picks up my 
child from school by a motorcycle every day.
EMali (37): When I come home my domestic worker will report to 
me whether my two sons have been stubborn or not. Sometimes 
they don’t want to eat and I told my domestic worker to force them 
to eat.
EPrani (42): She is a smart girl: She sometimes teaches my little 
daughter to do mathematics. Too bad that she cannot teach English 
too (laughter).
Another employer revealed the reason why she preferred to employ a live-in domestic 
worker rather than a daily:
EJirat (36): I used to hire one domestic worker who came each 
morning to wash dishes, do general cleaning and return to her home 
in the evening. I must confess that she was helpful but not ideal. I 
would rather have a live-in domestic worker because she is on call 
all the time.
Obviously, the employer can choose the domestic workers who will be looking after 
their children, and have more chance for influencing the way the domestic worker 
cares for their children’s development, as opposed to leaving their children with a day 
care centre, which is less personalised and more group-oriented. In addition, 
alternative services are quite limited since there are only two day care places in 
Udonthani, and it seems that both places are not within the standard of quality that 
these employers would expect. Furthermore, the supply of day-care centres may not 
be sufficient to accommodate a large influx of families into the market. Generally 
employers are more likely to rely on domestic workers than day care places, relatives, 
or even neighbourhoods for the reasons explained above.
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Furthermore, the frustration of employers, when they have inadequate domestic 
workers leads to personal unhappiness and loss of efficiency at work, as the following 
two employers revealed:
ERada (30): I normally have two weeks’ vacation each year, and we 
go to the beach with the whole family. But I have only had two 
weeks off in the last couple of years because of lack of domestic 
workers. It’s because we have no one to take care o f our house 
while we are away.
EPrani (42): I resigned from my previous job and became a 
housewife because we could not find a good domestic worker.
Broadly speaking, there were other reasons why employers needed domestic workers: 
taking care of elderly relatives in their household; going to the market to purchase 
food for cooking; when the employer has a physically-handicapped member of the 
family, or someone who has other similar special needs; to take care of their house 
when they go away. However, the most common reason that appears repeatedly is for 
the purpose of doing household tasks. There were no domestic workers in any 
household that worked principally on one task. Rather, each domestic worker seemed 
to have been hired to accomplish more than one of the above-mentioned tasks or roles 
for her employer.
Of course there are some disadvantages in hiring domestic workers: Martin and 
Seagrave (1950) refer to the fact that if  employers have live-in domestic workers they 
lose their family privacy. And, whilst the parents enjoy their children more, because 
the parents are not so stressed, the children may miss their mother’s complete 
attention. As one employer revealed:
EDuengduan (46): We trust her (domestic worker); she is the only 
person who spends most of the time with my kids. My kids seem 
very attached to her and they play together every day; sometimes 
they even sleep with her, and not me (laughter).
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EChaiya (44): The weakness of having a domestic worker is that we 
lose privacy. You think about i t ... sometimes we (the couple) want 
to be naked around our house, and we cannot do that because she is 
here with us all the time. When we need some privacy to talk 
privately we cannot talk.... you know... sometimes we feel more 
comfortable when she is away visiting her home, but the household 
tasks pile up and we really need her to get back to be with us.
Some employers claimed that, if  forced into it, they would look after themselves and 
their own children, if  domestic workers’ wages increased. However, they naturally 
preferred to have live-in domestics since it made such a difference to the quality of 
their lives. Theoretically speaking, the distinctions based upon class differences here 
cannot be overlooked. As seen in these interviews, one class has become entirely 
dependent on another class in order to meet its own social and financial obligations. 
As a result, the dependent class, the employers, find themselves more or less lost 
without the labours of the worker class, forced to rely on themselves to perform what 
they would prefer the domestic workers to do. Cost is a clearly a factor for the 
employer class, but convenience also factors heavily in their decisions.
6.2.1 Wavs to find domestic workers
There is a range o f ways to find domestic workers in Thailand, as shown in Table 6.7. 
Most employers in the study found their domestic workers by word of mouth from 
their friends or relatives. Some of them advertised for help in the local labour 
department while a small number o f employers contacted employment agencies to 
obtain domestic help. On the whole, the numbers are balanced with regards to those 
who went to the villages to look for domestic workers, and those whose domestic 
workers came straight to the employer’s house to ask whether the employers were in 
need o f domestic help, (see Table 6.7)
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Table 6.7 Ways to Find Domestic Workers
Ways to get domestic 
workers
Number of 
Employers
Go to the village 8
Advertising for help in the 
labour department 3
Employment agencies 1
From friends/ relatives 27
Domestic workers come 
straight to employers house 8
Total 47
One employer, a shop-owner, related how she found her domestic worker by 
approaching a small village not far from town:
EKanda (41): My previous domestic worker resigned because she 
needed to look after her sick mother. We were desperate for a 
replacement, because there was no one to help me with household 
tasks. My husband and I decided to drive to ‘Ban Dong Lek’ a small 
village in ‘Nonghan’ is not too far from here, where we found a girl 
through the recommendation of the head of the village.
One employer had gone the same route to get her domestic worker, but with less 
success:
Elsara (40): We went to many villages, many times to get her 
(domestic worker). I would say that many girls in a village prefer to 
be working in Bangkok amongst the colourful night-life, not as 
domestic workers anymore.
c
EPorn (33) was one of the employers who found her domestic worker from the local 
Department o f Employment in Udonthani:
‘We (her husband and herself) had been looking for domestic help 
for several months and could not find anyone. One day we heard
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about an advertisement at the Department of Employment 
Udonthani. When we reached there the officer told us to post our 
requirements on the board. We were not very hopeful but 
surprisingly, a week later the Labour... called us and reported that 
this domestic worker wanted to work with us.’
One employer shared her personal experience of hiring a domestic:
EN ary (39): I was quite lucky to have a domestic worker walk up to 
my door and ask if  we needed anyone to do the household tasks. At 
that time, we did not have one, but we had been looking for a long 
time, and then this one showed up. We accepted her right away.
Another employer cited a similar experience:
ED ara (33): Her mother was the one who came to our house and 
asked if we needed a young girl to do the household tasks. I did not 
trust her much, because there is a lot o f ‘sip pad mong kud16’ 
nowadays. I did not let her into my house, but asked her to bring her 
daughter to meet me ... She came back on the next day with her 
daughter. Her daughter looked very innocent and that was why I 
decided to hire her: We have not been disappointed.
The above extracts raise a number of issues. For wealthy employers, childcare seems 
to be a significant reason for seeking domestic help. The cost o f a live-in domestic is 
probably lower compared to substitute services, for instance day care, and babysitting, 
while employers could also ask live-in domestic workers to do more work than just 
childcare, including housesitting and household chores. This cost factor is one of the 
main inducements for employing live-in domestic workers. It seems likely that there 
is room for improving wages and working conditions before the cost o f a domestic 
worker would reach the cost o f substitute childcare services.
16 People who do “monkey business,” e.g. petty burglary
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However, employers also raise economic circumstances as an excuse for not being 
able to raise the wage for their domestic workers, and will argue that working 
conditions of domestic workers are much better than those of people who work in the 
factories. Moreover, it is likely that some employers employ live-in domestic workers 
because of the flexibility provided. There is little reason to believe that a professional 
person with unpredictable working hours would find it strange to use day care with 
inflexible hours. Sometimes, indeed, when parents of children work late, suddenly 
the day care centre will hurry them to pick the children up, even though it is not 
convenient for the parents. Despite the overwhelming advantage o f employing live- 
in domestic workers versus other services, most employers seem content not to raise 
their workers’ wages.
6.3 Characteristic of Domestic Workers
It is not easy to develop a profile of all domestic workers in Thailand, although this 
report on 47 domestic workers in Udonthani gives some insights into how domestic 
workers live and their social status in general. Most domestic workers do not have 
much choice when deciding upon their work. They are not presented with options to 
choose between the relative advantages or drawbacks concerning levels of pay and 
working conditions. O f the workers interviewed, sheer economic necessity drove 
many of them into domestic work; even this was a more attractive option to staying 
behind in their villages to face a life of bleak poverty.
6.3.1 Age
The entire total sample of 47 domestic workers was female. Their ages range from 12 
to 45 years, with the largest concentration in the 15 to 17 year age group (Table 6.8). 
Four of them are aged between 12-14 years old, which means that they had just 
graduated from primary school and gone straight to work immediately. However, 
these four were from Laos and Myanmar. Over half of the sample originated from the 
Northeast, which is the poorest region of Thailand such as Nongkai province, Khon 
Kaen, Leoi, Roi-Et, and Sakonakom, and most of them are from small villages in 
these provinces and Udonthani itself.
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Table 6.8 Current Ages and Age Started Working as Domestic Workers in 
Udonthani, Thailand
Current Age 
(Year)
Number of 
Domestic 
Workers
12-14 4
15-17 17
18-20 13
21-23 5
24-26 3
27-29 1
30-32 1
33-35 1
36-38 1
39-41 0
42-44 0
45-Up 1
Total 47
Age started working as a 
Domestic Worker (year)
Number of 
Domestic 
Workers
12-14 7
15-17 23
18-20 7
21-23 3
24-26 2
27-29 1
30-32 1
33-35 2
36-38 0
39-41 0
42-44 1
45-Up 0
Total 47
6.3.1.1 Age o f starting work
Nearly half o f the domestic workers left their home to look for jobs between 15 to 17 
years old. The age group is in the range of those who finish primary education17 and 
those who finish secondary school education18. This corresponds to their statement 
that they graduate before leaving to find work. However, the ages o f starting work 
are scattered across the age distributes, indicating that, after school, some leave for 
work immediately while others linger on for some time before deciding to leave home 
(Table 6.8)
1712-13 years old and it’s the law mandated
1815-16 years old
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6.3.2 Education
According to Article 10 in the 1999 National Education Act, it is stated, ‘in 
educational management, with equal right and opportunity, an individual must be 
provided by the state at least 12 years o f primary compulsory education19 with quality 
and without any charges.’ From the sample data, we can see that the highest education 
level achieved by most of the domestic workers was at the primary school level, even 
though some were even lower than this (see Table 6.9). There were eighteen 
domestic workers who had achieved education up to the secondary level, but none of 
them had achieved high school at the time of this study. Surprisingly, there was one 
domestic worker who had a Bachelor’s degree, and two who had achieved the 
vocational level of education (Table 6.9). For the lone domestic worker possessing her 
bachelor’s degree, her workload, salary and living conditions reflected her education 
accomplishments, and she indicated that she was not required to do heavy tasks like 
the other workers and was mainly there for childcare. However, most domestic 
workers in this study feel that working in their employer’s house makes them unable 
to go to school to study.
Table 6.9 Maximum Education Level of Domestic Workers
Education level Number of 
domestic workers
Primary or lower 26
Secondary 18
High school -
Vocational 2
University 1
Total 47
In Thailand, the fact that most women lack formal education has forced many o f them 
to enter domestic service as their only viable option, and this has blocked many from 
choosing other career paths. From this point of view, I would like to pinpoint three 
main reasons why young people in Thailand are not able to achieve higher education 
and are becoming domestic workers. School dropout is a key educational problem. 
The Ministry o f Education (2000) reported many reasons for student dropouts among
19 6 years o f  primary school, 3 years o f  lower secondary school and 3 years higher secondary school.
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primary and secondary school students. The most common factor was a lack of 
financial support. Many parents of my interviewees want their children to work 
because of the belief that the cost of schooling is too high. The following are 
examples of domestic workers discussing their reasons for not continuing their 
education:
DChonticha (19): The higher education costs more money. My 
mother told me to work first, and then I can study after earning 
enough money to pay for it, she said ‘its never too late to attend 
school.’
DTanaporn (19): In my family, there are just too many children.
We all could not afford higher education, it would be impossible.
DKanda (17): My mother told us (all the children) that she only 
went to primary school, and she could continue working to earn 
money, so we don’t need to study any further.
DYupa (19): Besides tuition fees, there are clothes, socks, meals in 
school, etc. We don’t have that much money.
DUbon (17): I want to study until high school. It’s my dream.
And it will be only a dream.
Another contributing factor keeping young Thais women from continuing their 
education is remoteness. The inability of most parents to accompany children and 
travel the long distances between home and institutions of secondary or higher 
education ensures that most young Thais will never have the opportunity to study.
DRada (18): After I finished primary school, I wanted to continue 
to secondary school, but with no secondary school near to my house 
I could not attend one. Then at that time, my mother gave birth to 
my youngest sister and had no one to take care of her. I then decided
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to wait until I had a good chance to continue my study, but that 
chance never came.
6.3.3 Factors inhibiting domestic workers from attending school
A small number o f domestic workers did have the opportunity to attend school while 
working in the employer’s households. For instance, two of the domestic workers 
revealed:
DTanaporn (19): When I first came to this house to work, I did not 
study. After I have been working here for almost 3 years, I asked the 
female employer whether I could attend an adult school on Sunday, 
and she allowed me to—provided it was only on Sunday. And if  I 
finished school early one day, I would have to get back to work, 
because I could not work on Sundays.
Another domestic worker gave a similar response:
DSingha (24): When I finished with my primary school I never had a 
chance to continue with my higher degree. When I came to this 
house and worked for my employer I thought my getting more 
education was lost forever. Then my employer’s friend came and 
they had dinner together a couple of months ago. This gave me a 
chance to talk to her maid, so I knew from that maid that she was in 
an adult school class on Sundays. Her employer gives her one-day 
off to study. I then took that chance to ask my employer if I could 
do that same thing also. She then allowed me to study in adult 
school every Sunday.
Even when domestic workers are allowed to attend school, they must arrange their 
studies around their domestic duties. Thus, they are often too tired and have little 
time for homework because of the need to keep up with other chores. For example:
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DSingha (24): The first class on Sunday normally starts around 9 
am, and the last class around 3 pm. I get home as soon as possible 
because it means all my household tasks have to be started for the 
whole day. Sometimes I have to stay up until very late on Sunday 
nights to finish the day’s worth o f chores.
In contrast to the level of education of employers, domestic workers rarely get the 
opportunity to finish secondary school and almost never reach higher secondary 
school level education. As well as having implications for the domestic worker’s 
future options, domestic workers with a low degree of literacy may find themselves 
even more isolated in the household because of their inability to write or read books,
magazines or even a letter if  there is one from their home. From all my
interviewees, there were eight domestic workers who could not write or read at all. 
One domestic worker shared her experience:
DDara (13): I normally sleep or watch TV after I finish my work. I 
like watching cartoons on TV. I have also seen lots of comic books 
in the living room, but I cannot read yet, so I watch TV.
Another one confided:
DYui (14): When I look at magazines, I only see the pictures in the 
magazines, because I cannot read or write at all.
There were three non-Thai domestic workers from Laos, and Myanmar who gave a 
similar account of their illiteracy:
DYui (14): I do not know the Thai language well, but I can speak
Thai because our language is quite similar to Thai. I have seen the
Thai alphabet, but I do not think it is similar to Laos. However, I do 
not have any difficulty in communicating with anyone or my 
employers, because we talk, not write when we communicate.
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DWipawee (17): My employer did not realize that I could not read 
or write the Thai language until one day they asked me to go to the 
post office near our house to drop an express letter for her. When I 
got to the post office, there was a guy asking me to write down 
something on the registered letter form. I then came back home and 
explained to my employer that I could not write what they wanted 
me to.
The last subject was a little bit shy but nevertheless expressed her honest, albeit 
whimsical, opinion about Thai script:
DYui (14): Thai language seemed funny to me when I first learned 
how to speak it. The alphabet looks like worms to me! I learned to 
speak Thai while I was in my country but I never learned how to 
write it.
However the fact that some employers are likely to refuse domestic workers their 
right to education, since the domestic workers might develop other aspirations than 
serving the household, is a factor that may hinder workers from gaining access to 
higher learning. One domestic worker described the reaction when she told her 
employer about her future dream:
DK anda (17): I would like to have higher education in my life, not 
just stand still like I am now. The oldest son o f my employer is 
studying at a higher level than I am, even though he is younger than 
me. I told my employer once that I would like to study in vocational 
education in the evenings. She told me to wait for another year.
DKamon (17): I have never asked my employer about getting into 
school. Even though if  I ask, I think that she will not allow me to go 
to school because nobody will be there to take care o f her children.
We can see then that in addition to poverty, the lack of education serves to keep 
domestic workers from being able to choose other careers for themselves. Most
128
women in Thailand lack some sort of formal education beyond the elementary level, 
due to the persistent social perception that women do not need education, and are only 
fit for housework. Often, parents will choose to send their children, especially female 
children, to work instead of to school because of the perception that the cost of 
matriculation is simply too high.
Although the government has mandated free and open education, there remains the 
additional costs of clothes outfits, shoes and meal support; and, if  the school is far 
away, the cost o f transportation and boarding. In the final equation, practicality will 
force young women to seek out work at an early age at the expense o f ignoring their 
education. Often times, even though schooling is available near the employer’s home, 
the employers will create a situation whereby the worker is either too exhausted or has 
no time for studies. The result is often that these workers will be several years behind 
the younger children they care for. Being in this condition prevents workers from 
obtaining information about job safety and even their basic civil rights.
6.4 Reasons for Becoming a Domestic Worker
From my research, it seems the most powerful force driving domestic workers in 
Thailand to migrate to domestic employment in urban areas is the poverty factor. 
Thailand is characterised by outstanding poverty and social inequity, and this can be 
demonstrated to be a direct cause of the increase in the incidence o f domestic 
workers. Even though they are still young, they all were forced into domestic work to 
help their families by earning money. For poor families, the small contribution of 
money from children’s income, which they send home, added to their parents’ wages 
often made the difference between hunger and sufficiency. From my interviews, I 
would estimate that ninety percent of domestic workers gave their entire wages to 
their parents. Their salaries are considered essential to maintaining the economic 
level of the family of origin.
DSakon (16): My father is the only person who ‘brings home the 
bacon,’ and of course his money goes entirely to support all o f us. I 
need to work to help my family. Without my money being sent back 
to my family, my little brother would not be able to go to school.
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The similar statement from another domestic worker pointed out that:
DNadda (17): I do not know how long I will have to work here; all I 
know is I need to work here until I have a chance for other jobs. 
Otherwise, my father will have to sell our buffalo, which is 
necessary for our livelihood (They use buffalo for ploughing their 
rice field).
The parents o f domestic workers are often unemployed or underemployed, and hence 
a steady income is what they are most in need of. However, domestic workers in 
Thailand are paid less in comparison to other work of a similar nature. For instance, a 
labourer who works as a house builder can earn on average twice the pay of a 
domestic worker. There is a minimum wage of B tl57 (£2.45)20 per day in Bangkok 
and other provinces such as Udonthani with high living costs, for an 8-hour workday. 
In other provinces the rate ranges from Btl27-136 per day. Minimum wage levels 
were first established in 1973 (Foundation for Women, 1997). My research data 
found that most o f the domestic workers in Thailand were being paid Bt 2,001-3,000 
(£30-46) per month or Bt66 -  BtlOO per day, plus accommodation and food supply 
(Table 6.10).
Table 6.10 Salary of Domestic Workers in Udonthani by Monthly Salary
Salary
(Bath)
Number of 
Domestic Workers
Do Not Know 3
Less than 1,000 2
1,001-2,000 9
2,001-3,000 30
3,001-4,000 1
4,001-5,000 1
More than 5,001 1
Total 47
20 £1 sterling = 74 baht; $1 = 40 baht (exchange rate in August, 2004)
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Women from the poor countryside villages are more subservient to their employers 
due to the strict Thai upbringing; they will do whatever they are told without 
questioning the authority o f a direct command. Because o f their powerlessness, they 
are less likely to organise against their oppression. As one domestic worker explained 
her family’s background:
DNattaya (27): I do not have choice. I was bom in a poor family. I 
have to do whatever I can to survive. My father is a farmer, my 
mother is helping my father sometimes, but her health is not well.
She still has to look after two of my siblings. If I sit down at home, 
doing nothing, when my father dies: who will take care o f the rest of 
our family?
DPorn (17) told me about how alone she felt:
Tf I could be bom again in the next life, I would like to be bom in a 
better situation with my family. Poverty causes me to be apart from 
my family and friends’
DManee (18) emphasised the lack of money in her family:
‘Because of being poor, that’s why I am here’
DPanrot (24) gave a similar statement of being poor:
‘It’s hard, it’s torture, it’s sad, it’s tiring, but I have to stand it, 
because we are poor’
If challenged, many employers will plead their own relative poverty and their need to 
pay the lowest wages in order to compete and survive. Others are more unashamed 
about their role, seeing the exploitation of domestic works as natural and normal: they 
believed women were destined to do domestic work. One domestic worker, DKanda 
(17) said that her mother believed that ‘women should work rather than go to school.’
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6.5 Wages and Spending by Domestic Workers
Evidence from this research suggests that some domestic workers in Thailand are 
being sold for money. Sometimes employers buy domestic workers from the parents, 
and sometimes the parents of domestic workers offer their children to employers for a 
price.
There are three methods of payment of domestic workers as shown in Table 6.11. 
First, the majority of domestic workers get paid by their employers at the end of each 
month. A second method has the employer paying the salary after the domestic 
workers have worked for one year. In this study, only two domestic workers were 
paid in this manner. Lastly there were 9 domestic workers in this study whose parents 
take the money from the employers in advance, so that the domestic workers have to 
work until the debt is paid off. With this last group, some employers may give the 
workers a small amount of money each month, though the rest was always deducted. 
In a variant of the system, those employers pay an advance sum to rural families in 
order to take their children away to work in their household.
Table 6.11 Methods of Payment to Domestic Workers in Udonthani, Thailand
Methods of Payment Number of Domestic Workers
Monthly pay 36
Yearly pay 2
Deduct from salary the amount 
parents have taken in advance 9
Total 47
With reference to the expenditures of domestic workers in this study, the majority of 
the domestic workers send some or all of the money they earn back home for their 
families’ use as shown in Table 6.12. However, there were seven domestic workers 
that did not receive a salary either because their parents took the salary in advance 
from the employers, or their parents would come to take their wages at the end of 
every month. Only four of the domestic workers actually retained their wages for 
personal use.
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Table 6.12 Expenditure of Domestic workers in Udonthani, Thailand
Expenditure Number of Domestic Workers
Remittance 36
Parents take all the money 7
Save it for themselves 
(No remittance) 4
Total 47
For example:
DYui (14): I have to work here until the money that my parents took 
from employers is repaid. Every month, they take from my salary a 
payment towards what my parents took, but I don’t really know how 
much is left to pay off.
DWara (36): I asked my employers for 70,000 baht to give to my 
father to build a new small house in our village. Thus, I will have 
about two years to go from now to pay off the money I borrowed. I 
am glad that I was able to help my family to have a new house.
One domestic worker revealed her situation with tears:
DIsara (21): My parents were divorced when I was very young. 
My father went to Bangkok to work as a guard for a company and 
never returned home since I was 12 years old. My mother took us to 
live with my aunt. She has to provide money occasionally to help 
my aunt with bills. When I came to this house to work, my mom 
asked me to stay here and work for them until our family gets a 
better life. She took 50,000 baht from my employers in advance, so 
I don’t know if I will need to work here for the rest o f my life.
While another domestic worker expressed her feelings:
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DRada (18): I have no guts to ask for a raise in salary. What if 
they are not satisfied with what I say, they may fire me out o f their 
house.
Undoubtedly, the poverty of a family and increasing need for cash as a form of 
household income are important precipitating factors for families sending this group 
of young women off to be domestic workers This trend is viewed by some reference 
as heralding an occupational shift in the younger generation from agricultural to non- 
agricultural occupations. By allowing their children to enter the urban labour market, 
rural parents provide a way for them to be integrated in the mainstream economy, 
which results in an improvement of the overall standard of living for the family and 
village as a whole. For children, to work and experience life in a big city like 
Udonthani, for example, is seen as a kind of upward social mobility.
DSakon (16): Everyone in my family has gone out to work. All of 
the children migrated to the city to work. For instance, my older 
brother is now working in Bangkok. All of us send money to home 
every month. My mother is saving money for us, but using some to 
pay off the bills.
DKanda (17): If I could be bom again, I would not want to be a poor 
woman. At least, I could then have my own choice o f what to do 
with my life. What I am doing here and now, it is not my choice, but 
it is because of poverty.
Most domestic workers in my research come from rural, agrarian villages and their 
families usually have low incomes. The typical village family must often resort to 
loans from local moneylenders, usually offered to them at exorbitant interest rates of 
about 3% to 5% per month, which they often cannot repay. Two examples from my 
interviews are offered below:
DIsara (21): My mother has borrowed money from a person in my 
village since I entered into primary school. When we have repaid all 
o f the money and interest then we normally have to borrow it again.
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They won’t let us take out new loans unless we repay the old loan 
first.
Another one discussed the loans her family took out:
DPanrot (24): A part of the money that I send home every month 
goes to the interest on money we borrowed from the leader o f the 
village. We had to borrow that money because my grandmother 
died, and we didn’t have money to pay for her funeral.
Another statement below typifies the case o f the domestic workers’ situations:
DTimpa (21): After my mother gave birth to me, until I was 12 
years old, she did not have birth control. As a result, my youngest 
brother was bom right after I turned 12. Our family was suffering 
when we had a newborn baby. At that time, my father had to go to 
Khon Kaen to work in a shoe factory, and left all o f us living alone.
As it has been shown in this study, most of the domestic workers either give their 
wages to their families or, in several cases, do not receive anything at all. The 
extent of this form of indentured servitude can possibly mean a life sentence for 
some of these girls.
6.6 The Process of Becoming a Domestic Worker
From the village to employment: villages where many young women come from are 
mostly small and poor. The main provinces, which the domestic workers come from, 
are Udonthani, and several other outlying districts outside of the city, all o f which are 
characteristically poorer than Udonthani itself. There are however some from Nong 
khai, Khon Kaen, Loei, Sakon nakhon, Roi-et, Mahasarakham and sometimes Ubon 
ratchathani, Srisaket and Surin, which are more remote. The main medium by which 
domestic workers migrated to Udonthani, is via their own relatives, parents, friends 
and agencies. Domestic workers mainly come to work in Udonthani through three 
different channels (see Figure 6.1).
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Figure 6.1 The Process of Becoming a Domestic Worker
Agent
Job Agencies
Domestic Workers 
from Village
Travel by 
themselves
Employers
Come with 
relatives or friends
During the dry season many domestic workers from the sample decided to take a risk 
and go to big cities by themselves; this is quite daunting for them since they have 
never been to the city before, neither do they usually have any relatives in urban 
areas. Most domestic workers chose Udonthani because o f their parents’ 
recommendations, and the distance is not too far from where they live and so they can 
travel home easily for special festivals or on their days off. Most o f the domestic 
workers who came to Udonthani by themselves were on average aged between 18 to 
20; in contrast the younger domestic workers often came to Udonthani with their 
parents, relatives or friends. Upon arrival, some of them contact an employment 
agency or approach prospective employers by going from house to house. Many 
domestic workers found that approaching employers by themselves seemed to be the 
most appropriate way to get a job, because they could assess the employer’s house 
and the family personalities before they decided to take the job.
Another common way to find a domestic worker is to go to the working place of 
relatives, or friends in Udonthani. Then they usually end up finding a job through the 
contacts of the friend’s employer. Since they will work in the same location as 
someone they already know they feel more secure, since if they have problems then 
they have someone familiar to turn to.
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Chapter 7
Power and Control within the Domestic Environment
The relationship between domestic workers and their employers is extraordinarily 
multi-dimensional and complex. As Katzman has stated, with domestic service, 
domestic workers are hired on the basis of their personality as well as their labour 
(Katzman, 1978). The personality of the worker and the kinds o f relationships 
employers are able to establish with them may be as important or more important than 
the skills they bring with them. Why are these aspects so important? And what 
exactly are employers seeking from these relationships?
There is more than one dynamic involved in the phenomenon o f physical exploitation 
of female domestic workers by female employers. This chapter examines in depth the 
ideas and forms of behaviour that comprise these dynamics. The relationships I 
studied displayed the characteristics of power but to greatly varying degrees. As seen 
from this chapter, a closer look at the interaction between employers and domestic 
workers will illustrate the ways in which the work environment shapes their 
relationships.
7.1  Power within the Household
This study suggests that employers exercise different forms of power. The most direct 
form of power over the domestic workers is physical power, or power over their 
bodies. This can include when and where they are allowed to eat, sleep or what parts 
of the house they are allowed in. Other forms of power include power over wages and 
terms of employment, which includes how wages are paid, working hours and break 
times, and holidays. The data examined below will reveal that employers are able to 
control nearly every detail o f the workers’ lives.
7.1.1 Physical Power
Employers o f domestic servants often appear to ‘attach a value to the actual exercise 
of personalistic power over the person of the servant’ (O’Connell Davidson, 
1998:202). The life of a domestic worker is one that is tightly controlled, and
137
virtually no space is given to the workers to vary from the rigorous and controlling 
schedule that exists in many of the employers’ homes. Instead, long hours are the 
norm, with no time off each day except for while eating one or two meals and that 
only after preparing and serving the employers and their families. Workers are closely 
supervised, due to the perception that a break in the daily chores would be time 
wasted. This physical control persists around the clock, since the nature of live-in 
domestic service is to be on call twenty-four hours a day, regardless of the worker’s 
own needs. Domestic workers may be compelled to perform unsafe tasks, which are 
made more dangerous by the persistent exhaustion from having no time to rest. 
Despite the fact that physical living conditions of domestic workers in their 
employer’s home are often unfit to live in for any normal person, live-in domestic 
workers in Thailand are so closely regulated that no other options appear to be 
available to them to escape the controlled lifestyle in which they exist.
7.2 Terms of employment
The terms of a domestic worker’s employment are actually very important in 
indicating the degree to which they are at risk of gross exploitation, even to the extent 
of being in a condition of bondage. However, there were no formal contracts because 
all domestic workers in my sample agreed to work through informal recruitment 
channels. An employer who was a teacher, explained about the circumstance under 
which she would dismiss their domestic worker:
Int: So, you can keep her or fire her anytime you want?
E lsara  (40): Yes, but we are not pitiless. We are not going to fire 
her without reason.
Int: What if you are not satisfied with her, and found a
better one?
E lsara : Well, it depends on what I was dissatisfied in her. If
she became a thief, for example, of course I would 
not keep her.
Similarly, other employers who believed in having an informal contract said:
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EBongkot (42): Why do we need a contract? Funny! This is a house, 
not a company!
EPorn (33): Signing a contract is bad for both sides, either her or 
me. If she performs well in her duties, then I was lucky to get her to 
sign the contract ... If she is not good in domestic works, then I am 
unlucky to have her.
EPanrot (45): I have never heard about signing contracts or what 
domestic workers are supposed to do as a formal agreement on paper 
... If it happens, I think its funny; it’s just household tasks!
For employers, the absence of a written contract does not necessarily mean bad 
treatment or gross exploitation. But its absence puts these young domestic workers 
completely at the employer’s mercy. Most domestic workers were not even informed 
of the terms on which they were recruited. Because these young girls from villages 
are young and vulnerable, they are heavily dependent on the honesty and goodwill of 
their employers to honour their promises regarding pay and other terms and 
conditions of work, and to treat them well.
ESingha (41): I love her as my own siblings. We (employer’s 
family) all treat her as one of a family, thus a contract is not 
necessary to be signed.
On the other hand, there were quite a number of employers who required their 
domestic workers to sign a financial agreement, because the domestic workers or the 
domestic worker’s parents took a significant sum of money in advance from the 
employers. EKanda (41) articulated the reason for having a contract signed by her 
domestic worker:
‘We gave her (domestic worker) one lump sum in advance because 
she wanted to buy a field for her family. Since she has been living 
with us for a period of time I decided to give her that money but, of
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course, she needed to sign a contract stating that she must work for 
us until all that money is paid off.’
And her domestic worker, DKanda (17), stated:
Int.* I’ve heard that you signed a contract with your employer.
Yes. She asked me to sign the contract when I took 100,000 
baht in advance. She even told me that I could take another 
amount o f money after this amount was paid off.
So, you signed this contract after working with them for a 
period of time?
Yes.
Did you know why she (employer) did not ask you to sign the 
contract at the beginning of your employment with that family?
DKanda:
Int:
DKanda:
Int:
DKanda: Because I hadn’t taken any money in advance.
Despite the fact that many domestic workers had clear agreements concerning their 
pay, some of them did not receive the wages they had been promised. Almost by 
accident, I discovered that some employers would decide to withhold payment of 
wages to domestic workers, when the domestic worker took more days off than they 
were allowed. Some of them had their salary deducted by days equal to the number 
that they took off: for example, if  employers allowed them to go home annually 
during the Songkran festival for three days, and the domestic worker took a total of 
five days off, then two days pay would be deducted.
One employer and her domestic worker provides a clear illustration:
ETimpa (37): I actually did not want to deduct her salary when she 
took days off ... But she always stayed away longer than she was 
supposed to. I just wanted to change her bad habit.
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DTimpa (21): I almost left the job when I came back from 
‘Kaopansa.’21 ... I was away two days longer than she allowed.
Then she deducted my salary when it came at the end o f that month,
I was very upset with this small thing that she brought up.
Whenever employers withhold wages or pay rises, the domestic worker’s dependent 
ties to the household are increased.
DReka (16): When I first came, I received a salary of 2,000 baht per 
month ... My employer at first told me that the salary would be 
raised every year. Since my female employer was later laid-off 
(because of the economic crisis in Thailand), she asked me to wait an 
extra year ... Truthfully, I do not have much choice. I believe that if 
I do not accept this, she may find another new domestic worker.
Then I will be out a job. That’s why I am still working here.
In the severest o f cases, some domestic workers found themselves bonded to 
employers to pay off debts incurred by their parents. As shown in the previous 
chapter, in a number of cases domestic workers were sent by parents to towns and 
cities to work, while the wages were paid directly to the parents, and thus the 
domestic workers never actually see the money they labour for. The domestic worker 
had to work in repayment of the debt. This practice is one manifestation o f the 
practice known as ‘debt bondage’, a common practice in rural Thailand.
Grossly exploitative power practices need not involve the exchange of money. One 
domestic worker was given by her parent to her current employer to Took after’ when 
she was only 13 years old. This may be called ‘fostering’ by some, but in reality the 
domestic worker became an inferior servant to the host family.
DPijit (17): My father died when I was tiny and my mother had to look
after another two siblings. She then decided to bring me to this 
family (employer’s family) because she wanted me to have a
21 One o f  the religious days
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better chance than being in a small village.
Int: Do you want to go back to your village?
DPijit : I don’t know yet. They have no one to help, I might need to stay.
7.3 Control over working hours: Autonomy
The atmosphere in the home is a combination of interactions between the employer’s 
family and the domestic workers. However, in view of the unequal distribution of 
power inside the house, it is clear that the employer is in a position to exercise greater 
influence. There was a significant power difference both in the way the employers 
supervise the domestic worker, and in the way the employers acted towards the 
domestic workers. I also observed employers’ manners and gestures toward their 
domestic workers while I interviewed them.
Seven employers would like their domestic workers to work according to a pre-set 
time schedule to complete certain tasks. The remaining employers gave their 
domestic workers the autonomy to complete their jobs within the set time period; only 
requiring that all the tasks should be complete by the end of the time period. 
DRattana (16) told me about working for one big family where the job description 
was given to her by her employers on the first day she came into the employer’s 
house. Disara’s (21) employer asked her to finish a certain amount o f work within a 
certain time limit. DDara (13) had to finish all of her tasks, despite the fact that it 
was quite late when she began. While EDara (33), an employer who was a nurse, 
said that, in treating her domestic workers:
‘Domestic workers are not very industrious ... If I do not set the 
schedule or tell her what to do— and when to do it— she will not 
finish her chores ... I know this from experience, because I have had 
a lot of domestic workers before.’
Another interviewee, EChaiya (44) gave a similar point of view:
T don’t think o f myself as being too strict. I still need to set a 
schedule for my employee so she won’t end up shirking her work ...
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For instance, if  I don’t regulate her, sometimes she will spend up to 
two hours in sweeping the floor. That’s one thing that I do not like.
I hired her to perform many chores, not to spend all her time on one 
or two.’
However, for the domestic workers, having flexibility in setting their schedule made 
them feel more relaxed, and hence they performed with more efficiency. Similarly 
Gregson and Lowe (1994:216) believe that worker autonomy is central to individual 
self-concept. Rather, by creating autonomy in the workplace, the private domestic 
worker can retain self-respect within an occupation that is continually about clearing 
up other people’s messes (Gregson and Lowe, 1994). DDuengduan (22) described 
the differences she saw between free and regulated task scheduling. One of the first 
things she stated was that because her employer let her do what she felt should be 
done she had a more relaxed outlook in her work. The result was that she felt more 
relaxed and was thus in a position to plan and organise her work according to her own 
sense of priorities. She had more control and autonomy.
DSaisuda (34) shared a similar point of view:
T feel more comfortable working without a schedule. However, 
since she (employer) wants me to work according to her time frame,
I am fine with that ... In this house, she pre-assigns certain tasks to 
be done each day, but not precisely on a strict schedule. For 
example, I know that in the morning I have to sweep and mop the 
floors, clean each room in the afternoon, cook and wash dishes in the 
evening, and finally clean the kitchen by the end of the day.’
A sense o f powerlessness was ‘instilled which could lead to an interjection of the 
values of the controller’ (Gaventa, 1980: 92). As ESaisuda (49) claimed about her 
domestic worker:
‘If I don’t tell her what to do daily, she always ends up chatting 
around with the neighbours. If I told her not to chat around because 
the tasks were still not done she would frown.’
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Other domestic workers commented positively about their autonomy:
DJirat (17): Normally I do the household work in my own way.
They (employer) do not tell me much what to do ... I know that I 
have to get up early and go by one task to another from time to time.
I do these tasks every day, that’s why I am used to it and I know 
what to do next after finishing such and such task.
DPorn (17), who has been working with her employer for over two years, has altered 
her work times:
‘When I first came here, she (employer) told me what to do first and 
n e x t... Now? Not anymore. I know when to do all the tasks on my 
own ... Most o f the times I decide when to do this and that.’
However, such flexibility made it more difficult for domestic workers who were 
committed to serve multiple employers, that is different family members living in the 
same household. Thus, domestic workers who work for only one or two employers 
have considerably more flexibility, and are therefore able to schedule the work to fit 
in with each task. In larger households, the domestic workers were asked to do tasks 
by the housewives, their husbands, and some were ordered to perform chores for the 
employers’ children. Most of the domestic workers in this study tried to maintain both 
a manageable amount of chores as well as limit the number o f employers in their 
household, since the employers would simultaneously strive to keep the workers 
busy. Here, for example:
DYui (14): Sometimes I cannot get some tasks done, because such 
and such an employer commands me to do her/his errands, I then 
stop doing my routine tasks and do whatever they want me to do ...
When I finish their work, then I can return to my own routine task.
In addition, the general attitude of employers is that a domestic worker who is not 
doing anything is being lazy and idle. It is customary to ‘pile on’ the chores so that
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there should be no scope for idleness. Depending on the household; for some 
domestic workers there may have been time for an afternoon break: however it is a 
long working day. The adage that ‘a woman’s work is never done’ is as true for the 
domestic worker as it is for the housewife, illustrating a still problematic aspect of 
traditional Thai society.
7.4 Working hours and conditions
One of the key issues distinguishing live-in domestic work from other types of 
migrant employment is the 24-hour nature of the job. Because the place o f work is 
the same as the place of rest, and because (as noted above) the terms o f employment 
are likely not to be clearly defined, the domestic worker is liable to be on-call day and 
night, seven days a week and they must do what their employer asks them to.
7.4.1 Hours of work
In terms of working hours, the research shows that 80% of the domestic workers had 
to work 12-14 hours a day and only 20% work a reasonable workload o f 8-11 hours a 
day (Table 7.1). It was revealed that most of the samples get up at 5:00a.m. and start 
working soon afterwards, and work continuously until bed time which is between 10- 
12:00 in the evening. During the daytime, most workers have some free time to relax 
and eat a meal; but they are not allowed to leave the house, just in case their 
employers need them for special projects or errands.
Table 7.1 Daily working hours of domestic workers in Udonthani sample
Working hours: day Number o f . Domestic Workers
Less than 8 hours 1
8-11 hours 9
12-14 hours 33
More than 14 hours 4
Total 47
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7.4.2 Adequacy of time off
For every respondent, it was revealed that after completion of their assigned tasks, 
there were endless errands to be run and they needed to always be on their best 
behaviour: serving a glass of water for one member o f the household, picking up 
some stuff for another, polishing the shoes of another, ironing a cloth for another, 
from peeling vegetables or fruits to carrying buckets of boiling water and so on. In 
the middle of the night, a domestic worker may be woken up to mind a sick child, or 
is sometimes required to get up or wait to open the door for a late-arriving member of 
the employers’ family. Real time off is a rarity for domestic workers. These jobs are 
often tedious, such as having to look after and entertain small children. Most 
domestic workers often have to snatch rest periods whenever they can, because when 
‘sleeping on the job ’ workers can be woken up to do other tasks at any time. As one 
commented:
D W ara (36): I can take a rest during the day, sometimes I sleep but I 
have to be all set to serve when they are in need.
But her employer gave a different opinion:
EW ara (35): She (domestic worker) can rest at any time, we do not force her 
to work non-stop ... When we were not at home, she sometimes slept the 
whole day and we never complained.
During time off in the evening a minority of domestic workers were allowed to watch 
television with the family, but they had to sit apart from the rest o f the household.
DMali (20): I sometimes watch the television with them, right here 
(points at where interview took place). I watch whatever they watch.
Unless they finish watching the program on the TV and go to bed, I 
can choose what I want to watch.
In many cases a domestic worker’s job involves work for several members household 
family, but the physical burden of this workload undoubtedly proved to be too much
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for many, particularly for older domestic workers. With regard to those workers, 
DLinda (45) comments:
‘Day by day I serve from one to another one ... Especially the 
employer’s daughter: She changes her mind about what she wants 
every single minute ... I am too old and get tired easily ... 
Fortunately, I have my niece to come and help me during the school 
holidays.’
In this sense, it was a common complaint of the employers that the domestic workers 
often forget their errands or commit minor mistakes when they performed their tasks. 
Employers often considered that entertaining the employer’s children, acted as 
recreation for domestic workers; but this was only presented in this way by a small 
minority o f domestic workers.
EDara (33): I never complained when she (domestic worker) played 
with my daughter, but she had to get the work done before.
As EDara (33), another employer explained:
‘Playing games with my children always carried her away, and she 
sometimes forgot to get back to work.’
As DRattana (16) gave out the reason:
‘I like to play with the children (employer’s children). They are 
cute, and I love both of them. I feel that I have company to play 
with, and relax.’
7.4.3 Holidays
The majority o f domestic workers do not have any regular holidays or any days off 
during the week. When the employer’s family goes off on a holiday such as New 
Year’s Day, Songkran festival or another religious festival, the domestic workers will
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usually accompany them in their usual role. To the domestic worker, this is hardly a 
time for a ‘vacation,’ as they are continually involved in child sitting and service for 
the employers and their extended families should they too go along for the holiday. 
Occasionally, the domestic workers ask permission to celebrate certain festivals with 
their own family for one to three days, which are typically Songkran day (Thai New 
Year’s day) in April, and New Year Day on the 31st December to 2nd January each 
year. However, it frequently happens that these short holidays are anxious times for
the employers as they dread that their domestic workers may not return. This is a
difficult time for the employers because they have lost someone to help them during 
this holiday period, and fear the possibility that they may lose them completely if they 
do not return. Here are some examples of how worried employers have become over 
concerns about the leave of their domestic workers:
Elsara (40): I did not really want her to take too many days off;
once she took days off and I had to do all the tasks
myself.
ETimpa (37): She never returned to work when she was due which 
made me really irritated.
EPanrot (45): Can you believe she took 10 days off for the Songkran 
festival? And I did not deduct her salary even one penny!
EChonticha (42): My previous domestic worker asked for two days 
off to visit her family. When she went back to her 
home she never returned here again. She did not even 
come to pick up her clothes. Crazy!
On the other hand, the parents of the domestic workers did not want their children to 
lose their jobs, as most parents relied on their child’s salary to live on as DIsara (21) 
explained:
‘Last Songkran, I went back to my home village for five days: I
wanted to stay longer because people in my village were still
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celebrating. But my mother kept pushing me back to work, because 
she did not want my employers to fire me.’
The pressure on domestic workers during holidays is to stay at home. The normal 
range of duties for domestic workers means that they usually cannot be spared, and 
the parents of these domestic workers, who are often in debt to the employers, will 
insist that the domestic workers stay on. This results in the domestic workers losing 
opportunities for time off from their work, which as we will see later has negative 
consequences for their physical health.
7.4.4 Working under hazardous conditions
Some domestic workers are compelled to undertake repetitive chores, without breaks, 
which contain inherent risks or dangers. Unsupervised, they are required to cook and 
serve, chopping meat or vegetables using sharp knives, boiling water, lighting fires, 
and dealing with gas, even though they may be suffering from a lack of sleep at the 
time they are performing these chores. One domestic worker said:
DYui (14): I was trying to cut a lemon, but it was slippery. Thus my 
index finger was cut quite deep. (She showed her scar, which I 
could still see) ... My female employer treated the injury by herself 
and told me to be more careful for the next time.
Some of the domestic workers are required to clean by fetching and carrying heavy 
water pots, and most o f them are required to wash and iron clothes, which requires 
them to bend over for long stretches of time and operate hot irons. As one domestic 
worker reviewed her past experience:
DPijit (17): I did not know how to iron; we (her own family in the 
village) never iron our clothes at home ... When I first came here, my 
female employer taught me how to iron her clothes, unfortunately I 
made a mistake once when I left the iron on her T-shirt and ran into 
the kitchen to switch off the tap water, when I came back her T-shirt
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was burnt a little bit - there was a stain on it ... She wasn’t 
complaining much; just said that I was a slow learner.
Additionally, there are a number who were required to go to market and carry heavy 
bags of groceries, which carries the possibility o f being exposed to rough materials 
for uncomfortable periods of time. Aside from those chores, tasks are often 
undertaken at the same time as looking after the employer’s children. Although many 
of the tasks may not be hazardous under normal circumstances, fatigue due to long 
hours of work and interrupted sleep can make even light tasks potentially hazardous.
7.4.5 Illnesses
The illnesses experienced by most domestic workers were only minor illnesses like 
flu, a cold and fever in which case the employer treated them promptly at home with 
Paracetamol or other common drugs without having to consult a doctor. This is 
because they want to cure domestic workers as quickly as possible for the employers’ 
own benefits. But it was clear that most employers themselves relied on the local 
pharmacy or bought drugs, and did not go to see doctors, even for themselves or their 
own children. However, at this point, employers routinely control what domestic 
workers take when they become ill with common contagions such as the flu, for 
example. Its fair to say that domestic workers do not possess a sophisticated 
understanding of what kinds o f medication should be taken. So, whatever occurred 
with a domestic worker’s health, the employer was the one who made the decision. 
The following extracts provides a typical example of the employer role:
Int: Have you ever been sick since you came to work in this house?
DTara (12): Yes, two times.
Int: Did you take days off?
DTara: No, I only had a cold, but I could still work.
Int: How did you recover?
DTara: My employer gave me tablets to take.
Int: Did you know what sort o f medications she gave you?
DTara: No (laughing).
150
Health concerns are not a priority to employers, except for when it may interfere with 
the domestic worker’s ability to perform her tasks. While over-the-counter or so- 
called ‘traditional’ medicines are normal for treatment, when more serious 
emergencies arise, the employers still are unwilling to provide any sort of treatment 
for those types o f injuries or educate domestic workers on how to avoid them in the 
future.
7.5 Working environment
For domestic workers, the working environment and their living conditions are the 
same, since all the domestic workers live in with their employers. The general living 
environment of the domestic workers residing in the employers’ households can be 
established by comparing the living conditions of their home villages and those of 
their employers. It is found that most of them perceive that general living conditions 
and food at the employers’ households are better than those at their village. In terms 
of job responsibility and their mental state, most of them found that the responsibility 
is harder at the employers and they are less happy at the employers than at their 
village.
As three domestic workers revealed:
DKanda (17): Staying here is better in that the house is larger and 
there is more space to move around; however I think the quality of 
life in my village is better because we have cleaner air, purer, not 
like here, a lot o f pollution.
DSaisuda (34): ...living in a small space with family is better than 
living in a large house with narrow minded people.
DPorn (17): Even though my house is not big, I’d still rather live in 
my own house than someone else’s.
As gathered from these comments, it seems that the domestic workers still feel like 
outsiders in the homes that they serve in, although they stay in wealthy homes. The
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domestic workers appreciate the level of comfort in their new surroundings as 
opposed to the poverty they left behind. However, the loss of autonomy since they 
began working for their new employers has made them feel much less content and 
satisfied than they were living in their villages. They soon discover that they do not 
own or have access to most o f what they are surrounded by. In sum, the house and its 
richness are just one more facet of the workers’ lives over which they have no 
control.
7.6 Separate treatment
An integral part of the domestic worker’s social position within the employer’s 
household is the strict regulation of her eating and sleeping arrangements. In two of 
human nature’s most critical needs, food and sleep, these women surrender the most 
autonomy. Meals, beds and bathroom facilities are almost always segregated, and the 
quality is dependent on the financial means of the employer. Food intake is strictly 
controlled, and use of kitchen facilities is limited, even cut off entirely in some cases, 
meaning that although the workers are the ones preparing the food, they are the last to 
benefit from meals they prepared in the kitchens that they labour in. Sleeping 
arrangements range from primitive (straw mat on bare floor) to adequate and even 
comfortable conditions (individual bedrooms with blankets, beds and lights.) 
Notwithstanding, the comforts o f home for the employers, for the domestic workers 
they are always separate from the rest of the household.
7.6.1 Eating Arrangements
Eating arrangements are a part of a system of control of domestic workers within the 
house. Most domestic workers shared the same food cooked for the rest of the 
household, but the portions and quality would be much inferior, as the meal might 
include leftovers from the previous day’s meal. They mostly receive three main meals 
a day but often receive only a portion of the remaining food that the family consumes. 
All domestic workers eat separately from the family, most often after everybody has 
taken their meal and most of them had to eat alone in the kitchen or bedroom, or even 
outside the house. DPorn (17), as the following demonstrated, had great difficulty in 
relation to the eating arrangements provided by her employer:
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Int: Did your employer provide enough food for you each day?
DPorn (17): Sometimes yes, but not everyday.
Int: So, what did you do if you were still hungry, or felt that food they
provided wasn’t enough?
DPorn: Sometimes I drank more water to make my stomach full.
Int: What?
DPorn: Yes, I cannot ask for more food, because they (employers) eat a 
little, thus I felt that I must not eat too much.
For DMali (20), in contrast, she always bought some snack when she had a chance 
while going shopping in the market for her employers. Whenever she felt hungry, she 
could eat a purchased snack while working, if she could not wait until the mealtime.
Most of the domestic workers had no right to help themselves to any amount of food at 
any time of the day. It is the perception of the employer that if  the domestic workers 
get an opportunity they will help themselves to extra food. Here Porn’s employer 
describes how she tried to grapple with the issue of why she would not allow her 
domestic worker to eat whatever she wanted:
Int: How did your domestic worker eat daily?
EPorn (33): She eats with us - the same food but after we have finished.
Most of the time we do not eat that much, so she gets adequate 
food.
Int: What if  she was not full? Can she take food from the refrigerator?
EPorn: No, I think she has enough food daily. Most domestic workers come
from poor villages, they never eat good food like we do, if  I 
let her eat whatever she wants, she will eat non-stop, believe me.
Surprisingly, one domestic worker revealed that the utensils the domestic workers use 
are distinctly separate and of inferior quality than those of the family’s:
DManee (18): They (employer) provided me with my own crockery 
and cutlery. It meant that I have my own personal stuff. My
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employer told me not to mess around with the family’s utensils, but 
sometimes I forgot and used theirs when I was home alone.
The following example is typical:
DPrecha (15): I never eat with my employers. They usually eat first, 
and then I eat my meals from the leftovers ... Usually, they provide 
enough food for me; but sometimes, they leave only a small amount, 
and I have to eat from what is left, however scarce.
Her employers also gave the same description of the dinner arrangement:
EPrecha (27): She has her meals after we are finished with ours.
We always leave enough food for her ... I never eat with her (the 
domestic worker), even when my husband and children are away:
, it’s a matter of principle.
DSaisuda (34) shared her experience:
T eat at the same time with them, but not at the same table. They eat 
in the dining room, but I eat in the kitchen ... They provide food for 
me, I normally eat what they give me.’
DMali (20) confided details o f eating arrangements that were surprisingly strict:
T’ve never eaten with them. They eat first, and then I eat the r e s t ...
They do not allow me to use the same plates as they do. Instead, they 
provided me with my own plates, since I am not permitted to use 
their plates, spoons, glasses, and nearly everything else in this 
house.’
In my interviews with DSakon (16), DPrecha (15) and DRattana (16), all three said 
that they are not allowed to use the microwave to warm up the food, even though food 
has been stored in the refrigerator for a long period of time. Essentially, they have to
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eat whatever cold food their employers provided. All three confirmed that they must 
not eat anything in the refrigerator unless they are specifically given permission. One 
domestic worker said that her employer counts everything they have in their 
refrigerator, even the individual eggs. DNattaya (27) described the condition of the 
food she ate after her employer:
‘For every dinner, I will eat after they have finished. Sometimes, 
they have friends or guests eating dinner with them, I have to wait 
longer than usual for them to finish everything ... The food gets cold 
and sticky, but I have to eat it anyway, because I’m hungry.’
DSaisuda (34) recalled an experience in which her former employer distributed food 
within their household to maintain superior-inferior relationships:
‘The last employer I worked for was exceedingly stingy. I was only 
permitted to eat two meals a day because she did not eat breakfast, 
nor allow anyone else to, either ... She was very strict in paying for 
food for everyone to eat, and spent very little. She would buy 
bunches o f bananas and leave them on the kitchen table for everyone 
to snack freely on throughout the day. I assumed that she did this 
because bananas would be a cheap way to keep you working through 
the day without getting hungry ... I worked with her for only a 
couple weeks, and then I resigned.’
However not all employers are bad, as two young domestic workers who lived with 
upper class families report that they ate differently from many domestic workers, 
eating as good a quality as their employers:
DKwanjai (21): I eat what they eat. Sometimes he (male employer) 
was not home, she (female employer) took me out and we ate in the 
restaurant together ... She even tried the food from my dish sometimes.
I know that I am lucky to have her as my employer.
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Another gave a similar experience:
DDuengduan (22): I can eat anything from the refrigerator. I 
normally do not eat with them at the same table, but I eat like what 
they eat ... After cooking, I separate my food from theirs and I can 
refill as much as I want.
In the food regime described above, we see how differences between the two groups 
of women in this study, employers and workers, are clearly illustrated. With the 
exception o f the two domestic workers mentioned last, domestic workers are 
restricted by their position within the household from having the freedom of when, 
where and how much to eat. This basic human right, therefore, has been cut off from 
many domestic workers due to the restrictive lives they must live as second-class 
citizens within the households o f the wealthy.
7.6.1.1 Lack of control of consumption
There are conflicting accounts from different domestic workers concerning weight 
gain or loss after entering an employers’ household, and how this related to their 
respective health and quality of life. It is certain that all domestic workers enjoyed 
better quality food than they had in their villages, but it was not ascertainable if the 
increase in food quality benefited the workers or not, because a corresponding 
increase in food quality sometimes had unforeseen effects. For example, as this 
worker states, an increase in quality led to a consequential loss in weight for her:
DNary (21): I lost weight for the first couple months after I started 
working here ...I used to eat sticky rice all the time when I was in 
my home ... Here, they eat light, low-fat foods, because all o f them 
are concerned about their shape.
However, two other employers stated different opinions:
ENary (39): ...She eats what we eat usually. Probably she eats 
more or better food than we do. Especially when we go and eat out,
156
she can eat what we have in the fridge. Or sometimes we go to visit 
grandma or take the kids on vacation. If she doesn’t eat the food, it 
will go bad anyway.
ESakon (27): Well, I think she enjoys eating here, notice by her 
face. Everyone thinks her face is chubbier than before, even her 
mother said that too.
Limited portions of food along with the corresponding increase in workload often led 
to a decrease in weight. However, the opposite phenomenon could also lead to a 
decline in the health o f the domestic workers. The data suggests that, whatever the 
outcome for their health, domestic workers typically had to undergo marked changes 
in their everyday diet when they came to work in the city. The diet change brought 
with it unintended consequences in some cases, such as weight loss, loss of appetite or 
in some cases psychological side effects such as depression. When they do have 
access to food, it is different from what they are used to, and the employers will not 
often accommodate the taste preferences of the domestic workers.
7.6.2 Sleeping Arrangements
The traditional Thai house was not built with spare rooms for domestic workers. In 
order to make room for domestic workers, most of the employers I interviewed 
separated certain rooms in the house for the domestic workers to live in. In each 
household in which I conducted interviews, all the domestic workers’ bedrooms were 
provided from either a small extra room or a storage room. The employers and their 
family often had the right to enter the domestic worker’s bedroom at any time. 
Customarily, these employers will make decisions about the domestic workers 
sleeping arrangements based not out of a concern for the domestic worker’s privacy, 
but rather for the sake of convenience. Simply, it is because they think that they have 
the right to do so. Although domestic workers are expected to respect the private 
space o f employers and the employer’s families, they themselves are denied personal 
privacy, for example
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DKanda (17): ‘I have my own bedroom under the stairs. It used to be a 
storage room before I came, and it came to be my bedroom because they had no other 
space for me to live in ... I really don’t mind the location, because it’s nice to have 
one’s own room ... The only problem occurs when their children walk on the stairs. 
They tend to make a lot of noise when they jump up and down on the staircase.’
DSakon (16) also confided:
‘They gave me a small room with some facilities: a bed, a light bulb 
for the light fixture, a closet, and a small desk where I can put my 
personal s tu ff... I do not have a key for my own room, however, so I 
cannot lock my room up ... My employers’ rooms are all locked up 
during the day, and I can only get to them when I need to clean up.
They open the doors for me, and when I am done I have to lock the 
rooms up.’
Elsara (40) tried to explain her particular approach when dealing with the 
issue of a worker’s trustworthiness:
‘We normally lock up our bedrooms. I assume that all houses in 
Thailand do that? (Laughter) ... When my worker has to clean, we 
open up the rooms for her, and leave her alone with one exception: 
my room ... My room only needs to be cleaned once a week. I told 
her to do this on the weekend, so I can watch her while she cleans.
It usually doesn’t take much time, so I will wait until she gets it done 
... The reason I watch is because I have a lot o f personal property in 
my room, much of them arranged in a particular order on my desk, 
shelves, and so forth. It doesn’t mean that I don’t trust her, I just 
don’t want her to change the position of my things, because 
sometimes it’s hard to find things afterwards.’
The views expressed by both sides in the preceding interview extracts illustrate that 
privacy within those households is essentially one-sided. Employers view domestic 
workers with mistrust, and treat them as if they must earn the right to be trusted.
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Employers can freely deny domestic workers access to parts of the house, especially 
the employer’s bedroom. On the other hand, the employers refuse to allow domestic 
workers any privacy at all, and consign the domestic workers to rooms that are sparse 
and barely furnished because it is more convenient, thus demonstrating their tendency 
to see the domestic workers as being less deserving of the same privileges as 
themselves.
However, no problem existed with sleeping arrangements for domestic workers who 
worked for upper class families. One of them even had her own air-conditioner and 
medium-size furnished bedroom. This serves to illustrate how among upper class 
Thais, a little bit o f materialism among domestic workers makes their living 
conditions more tolerable. This should by no means indicate that they are free from 
inter-personal collisions with the employers, a practical impossibility because they 
are living under the same roof with them.
EPattaya (48): I am easy-going. I am not picky. Last winter I 
bought her (domestic worker) a new blanket, even though she 
already had the old one from the ex-domestic worker. I believe that 
everyone wants to use brand new bedding.
D Pattaya (31): She (the employer) is very kind. When she wanted 
to change to a new air-conditioner she asked the electrician to put 
her old one in my room. She even told me to turn it on any time I 
wanted but I do not like to be cold. I was bom to live in hot weather, 
may be (laugh).
In addition, bedding depends on the attitude and economic condition o f the family, 
but ranges from bare floor and mat, to a rolled up mattress bed, to a small proper bed 
and pillows. Of course, bedding was passed over from domestic worker to domestic 
worker in each household. Toilet and bathing facilities are invariably separate from 
the rest of the family members and are generally very basic. Again the quality of 
these facilities depends of the economic condition and attitudes o f the families.
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7.7 Violence and verbal abuse
Even though there were only a few reported cases of physical and sexual attack or 
harassment o f domestic workers among respondents, there were higher numbers who 
reported being verbally or emotionally abused. A number o f domestic workers I 
interviewed reported being insulted or verbally assaulted. Four domestic workers had 
actually been physically assaulted, and one seriously enough to require intervention 
(covered in chapter 5).
According to many news reports, very often, it seemed to be normal that the domestic 
workers were shouted at or beaten as a form of discipline or as punishment for 
working slowly or doing a task badly (Bangkok Post, 1997,1999,2000,2001,2002) 
From the respondents in this study, there was a case concerning severe physical abuse 
coupled with an unprecedented openness on the part of the affected domestic worker, 
who had suffered bruises on her stomach and arms that she claimed were caused by 
her employer.
The physical abuse they have experienced can become a part o f their sub-conscious 
routine as these two quotes below:
DPorn (17): She (the employer) always hits my head with her palm 
when she is not satisfied what I’ve done for her ... (crying)...it hurts 
o f course... No, I cannot say anything.
DSakon (16): She (employer) once slapped my face two times when 
she was furious about how I came back late from buying her 
something in the m arket... The second time I could not stand it, so I 
ran away from her. Later on she went to my village to take me back 
... My father talked to her, and eventually asked me to come back to 
work with her.
An interviewee revealed evidence that she had been at risk from sexual harassment by 
male members o f her former employer’s household:
160
DSaisuda (34): Before I came to work for this family, I was working 
for another larger family ... I was suffering when I was there because 
my employer’s younger brother always took advantage o f me ... When 
I was working alone in the house he always touched my breasts and 
butt, even though I tried to avoid him ... Pye never told anyone 
because I was afraid of him and shy.
Another domestic worker experienced some more severe problems with abuse:
Int:
DManee (18): 
Int:
DManee:
Int:
DManee:
Int:
DManee:
Have you ever made any mistakes?
Sometimes, 
and what happened?
U m .. .1 don’t remember.
Did she (employer) punish you?
Yes.
What did she do?
(.. .started crying...) She pinched me every time she was mad 
at me or in a bad mood (crying...). She hit my head with a 
tray in the kitchen once when she was not satisfied with me. 
She pushed a cup of coffee away, full o f hot water, which 
spilt on me.
The powerlessness inherent in domestic work is what seems to fuel the violence 
against them. Similar to other forms of abuse, particularly violence against women, it 
is primarily crime of power. The domestic workers have no power, and no voice, and 
they wish to preserve the status quo typically, so as not to lose their employment.
7.8 Lack of freedom to leave the house
Domestic workers spend almost all of their time inside the employer’s household, and 
are often not allowed out during rest periods. Employers are often reluctant to allow 
their domestic workers to leave the house, and discourage them from having visitors, 
seeing such contacts as a distraction from the domestic worker’s duties and an 
opportunity for the domestic worker to pick up bad habits. Often the only chance to
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get out of the house and meet others is at the local market or while running errands. 
However, in one setting, a domestic worker revealed that the only chance she had to 
make friends was when she hung out the washing clothes at the same time as a 
domestic worker next door.
As with the sleeping and eating arrangements, it became apparent that control over 
every detail of the domestic workers’ lives was o f singular importance to their 
employers. The underlying assumption for this restrictive attitude, aside from that of 
simple prejudice based on class division, must be also a fear of solidarity among 
domestic workers. That is, for them to talk and meet could lead to organised action 
against the employers, who have come to depend on their domestic workers’ complete 
subservience towards them.
DPanrot (24): The only two people I get to talk to is the domestic 
worker next door and the sister of an employer in the neighbourhood.
I talk to them when we are doing duties such as hanging clothes or 
water the plants.
DKanda (17): She (employer) does not like it when I talk to anyone. 
However, I rarely talk to outsiders because I do not know what to talk 
about.
The following extracts compare the comments of both sides: one was an employer 
and the other was her domestic worker:
EPanrot (45): When I ask her to go to buy something for me in the 
market, she takes more than one hour to get only one small thing for 
me. If I ask her to sweep the leaves in the garden she likes to chat with 
the neighbour next to our house and I don’t really like it.
DPanrot (24): I don’t have friends here; there is the only one domestic 
worker who lives in the next house to ours whom I can talk with.
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While an employer revealed:
Int: Have you left her (domestic worker) alone in the house?
Elsara (40): Yes, many times especially when all o f us eat out.
Int: How would you let her be alone, by giving her the keys?
EIsara:No, absolutely no way. We locked her in the house. What about the 
stranger comes and asks her to open the door ...
Int: When you gone out, how did you feel about your domestic worker
being alone in the house?
EIsara:Um...at the beginning we did not trust her much. I was worried about 
my belongings. How can we trust someone who just came to our 
house?
Int: Are you worried about her security when she home alone?
EIsara:No, why? She ‘s much safer at home. We all gone out will be more 
dangerous on the street or restaurant. As long as she never open the 
door for a stranger, she’s absolutely all right.
In addition to the restriction that goes on inside the home, domestic workers are also 
circumscribed from having the right to interact socially outside of the home. This 
proscription against social contacts limits the workers and forces them to relate 
exclusively to the same people they serve and are controlled by.
7.9 Conclusion
The control of employers over workers is extensive, and reaches well into the 
personal lives of the domestic workers. The work schedule is intensive, and does not 
leave much room for free time or relaxation for the domestic workers, who must 
spend their waking hours being on-call for numerous chores. Once domestic workers 
have learned what is expected of them, however, there is evidence that they begin to 
develop their own autonomy with regards to when work is completed. This has a 
positive effect for the domestic workers’ self-esteem, as they learn to control their 
schedules despite the fact that so much of their lives are controlled.
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The power the employers have extends into the physical life o f the domestic worker. 
Domestic workers are segregated from the rest of the household. The sleeping and 
eating schedule of the domestic worker is subject to strict control by the employer, as 
the domestic workers must see to the needs of the household first. The domestic 
workers are usually allowed only to eat or sleep after everyone else, and face longer 
hours and less freedom to access the kitchen when it is time to eat.
The only potential power o f the domestic worker is revealed by the issue of days off. 
It is obvious that one o f the reasons the employer is so reluctant to give her domestic 
worker time away from the family is her fear that the domestic worker will not return. 
This potential power o f the domestic worker definitely exists, but is rarely realised or 
put into practise by her. Even when the domestic worker stays away for longer than 
she was permitted, the employer still takes her back; so grateful is the employer to 
have reliable domestic help. However, some employers deducted days from her pay.
This chapter also demonstrates how vulnerable the domestic workers are to hazardous 
conditions and various levels of deprivation abuse. When domestic workers commit 
errors, they are verbally and sometimes physically assaulted. If they become sick or 
have a serious injury, then they are at the mercy of whatever care the employer wishes 
to give them.
Finally, domestic workers are not allowed to leave the home unless given permission 
to do so. When they are out, then they are restricted even from speaking to others, 
especially other domestic workers, and visitors are also discouraged. In sum, when a 
young woman embarks upon a life as a domestic worker, she begins a hard and lonely 
life of service, where friends and family are cut off from her, and where those that she 
serves will routinely treat her as a second-class citizen without any rights. At the 
present, there is no place for these women to turn to ensure that they are given equal 
treatment with consideration for their rights as human beings and as deserving wage 
earners.
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Chapter 8
Psychological Power over the Domestic Workers
Apart from the physical control exercised by employer over domestic workers, there 
also exists a psychological aspect to the domestic worker’s situation. Through 
separation from those at home, domestic workers feel cut off from those closest to 
them. The result is that workers have no one around with whom they can maintain 
emotional contacts, and with practically no chance to socialise within the local setting 
often fall victim to the low self-image projected onto them as an aspect of the roles 
they perform as domestic servants. In some cases, domestic workers are verbally and 
physically abused by their employers, whose role for the domestic worker seems to be 
that of a guard as opposed to that of a parent.
This chapter will discuss the conditions by which employers exercise emotional 
power over their domestic workers. A large proportion of domestic workers suffer 
from such psychological states as depression, loneliness, and isolation. It has become 
clear that domestic workers in this study are deprived of certain basic rights. The 
explanatory form of argument in this chapter, as in the previous chapter, emphasises 
the daily life of both employers and their domestic workers.
8.1 Being apart from Parents, Siblings, Relatives, and Friends
Domestic workers often live and work long distances away from their homes and 
parents. For the ones who relocate and work closer to their family home, employers 
do not often allow domestic workers the chance to visit with their own families. For 
some, even if the employers allow visits from parents and relatives, nevertheless very 
few can afford the cost in time and income to travel. The only contact with a member 
of the family typically will happen when the domestic worker is allowed to visit home 
usually once or twice a year during special national or religious festivals. Most 
domestic workers in this research had never used a telephone, and some that do are 
not allowed to even answer the phone while in the employer’s home. As two domestic 
workers revealed:
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DPorn (17): I normally contact my parents when I go visiting them 
on Songkran day or New Year day ... Usually I do not get a chance 
to contact them unless they are ill, and I heard about their illness 
from people in my village that came to town and told me.
Int: ... Did you use the telephone to call your parents?
Ddara (13): Telephone? I do not know how to use it; my
employer told me not even to answer the phone when 
someone calls.
The same employer gave the reason why she did not allow her domestic worker to use 
the telephone:
EDara (33): It is hard for me to understand her (domestic worker) 
sometimes, so how could she answer the phone and take a message 
from others?
This relationship may be seen as protective, but it may also be exploitative as already 
explained. Often, the domestic worker does not see or have any contact with a parent 
or friends for many months at a time. The exception is when some domestic workers 
see their parents once a month when their parents come to the employers’ home to 
collect their own child’s salary. Clearly live-in domestic workers are rarely given 
enough time off to be able to go home. Often they make the journey home only once 
a year, usually at special festivals.
DYui (14): I seldom visit or contact my family, occasionally during 
the Songkran festival ... I see my mother at the end of every 
month.. .She comes to take my salary.
The role o f a domestic worker will create distance between younger siblings 
(domestic workers are usually the oldest daughter) due to the need to come to the city 
to work; especially those who come to work for their employers for long periods of 
time. Typically, they only have the chance to visit their families once or twice during
166
a year, usually averaging from 7-10 days in total visitation time. Unquestionably, this 
separation puts a strain on close family ties.
DUbon (17): I left my family to work in town when my fourth 
(youngest) sibling was only 5-6 months old ... Right now she is 5 
years old, and she is more familiar with my third sister (as the eldest).
... Maybe because I do not see her often.
DKanda (17): Every time I visit home, I normally hang out with my 
friends, more than my siblings. They (her siblings) have their own 
life, so do I.
DChaiya (25): Before I came to work in town (she included all 
several previous jobs she’d been working before too), my brother 
and I always went fishing in small ponds near our house ... Not 
anymore, since he grew up he seems to have his own friends.
DChonticha (19): My siblings? Yes, we still love each other, but 
we don’t usually get in touch often ... all o f us work in different 
places ... I still call my older brother when we want to set up the 
same time off so we can visit home.
Other lonely workers describe their feelings:
DKamon (17): I had only one brother, but he died in a motorcycle 
accident three years ago ... thus I have no one to worry about except 
my parents.
DSasiton (17): Having siblings is no different than having none, 
because we are not seeing each other unless its during the holidays 
... normally on Songkran festival and Kaowpansa day.
Most domestic workers only have their friends from the same villages, and it’s 
difficult for them to make new friends in their new environment. One of the main
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reasons is that their days are consumed with their task schedule. Moreover, 
employers overlook the fact that domestic workers also have a desire to associate with 
others.
D Isara (21): No, I don’t have any friends here. All my friends are 
working in different places ... We only have a chance to meet up 
when we go back to our village to visit our own families.
DChonticha (19): I work in the house every day, how could I make friends?
DTim pa (21): I used to call one of my friends who is now working 
in Bangkok by the public phone, once when I went shopping buying 
something for my employer in the m arket... It cost too much money 
by making the long distance phone calls...I would rather wait until 
we can meet in the village.
These are what their employers thought:
ED ara (33): Rural girls always think about friends, friends, and 
friends. If she (domestic worker) was still in the village, she might 
end up feeding buffalos with her friends.
E T ara  (44): Why does she need friends? She is still young; she still 
has a long way to go.
EW ara (35): I’ve never seen her interested in having friends. So far 
she enjoys living here though.
ESingha (41): She always makes friends. Every time I asked her to 
go shopping, she disappears for a long time (laugh).
ESuda (48): I don’t like my domestic worker to communicate with 
other people much. Because I know that if  she gets a chance she is 
always gossiping about me. Especially when she has a chance to
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talk to the girl who’s working as a domestic worker for the house 
two blocks from ours. Both of them always talk about their 
employers.
Domestic work carries young, impressionable girls from rural areas, where they have 
led sheltered lives with intensive family relationships, and places them within the fast- 
paced urban environment o f the cities. Once there, they generally lose touch with their 
families and friends, except for brief and infrequent contacts. They are discouraged 
from making any new contacts outside of the family, and as a result they become 
alienated from the world around them, and the psychological dependence on the 
employer grows.
8.2 Living in a House but not a Home
It is not uncommon for a young girl to live with more than one family as a domestic 
worker before reaching adulthood. Each of these families may come from different 
socio-economic backgrounds and have different morals, beliefs, behaviours and social 
and cultural outlooks. After all these experiences, who will she become? What is her 
permanent address, since she only visits her own village once or twice a year? For 
example,
DChaiya (25): I changed two employers before I moved here ... I 
don’t bother with writing letters or getting in touch with my old 
friends because I changed my job around. I do not want my letter 
stuck going somewhere else.
DPorn (17): How could my friend write me a letter or call me? This 
is not my home, here is my job.
DNary (21): I can’t use this place (employer’s home) as my address 
for friends or even my parents to send me anything; because it is not 
permanent or convenient... They are better coming to see me here by 
themselves.
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Surrounded by their own loneliness, each time their surroundings changed they 
became accustomed to this process o f self-transformation throughout their young, 
formative and highly impressionable years. The effects o f social isolation make the 
domestic workers feel that they are alone, with no one who cares about them or who 
can understand their situation. It is an ironic fact, given that there are countless 
numbers o f women who are undergoing the same treatment around them at the same 
moment.
8.3 Being Isolated and Having no Freedom
Young domestic workers from this study felt more isolated than mature domestic 
workers, this was partly because of the large age gap between themselves and their 
employers. Many found that they had nothing to share in common because they did 
not understand or have much to talk to their employers about after finishing their 
tasks. One domestic worker indicated:
Int: Whom do you turn to when you face a problem?
DDara (13): What problems?
Int: Any problems such as being lonely, homesick...
DDara: Um  (crying)....
Int: Fm sorry.... well... .(crying with domestic worker)
Int: Have you ever talked to your employer when you felt like you
have a problem or needed something or were homesick, etc? 
DDara: No. Never.
Int: Why?
DDara: I don’t know what to share. They are all busy and I
don’t know how to start a conversation or what to say.
Int: Why don’t you give it a try?
DDara: No, I really don’t want to.
As seen from this interview, the domestic worker feels difficulty when trying to 
communicate with the employers and their family members. This feeling of not 
belonging could come from either the domestic worker being poor and uneducated, or
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could come from a feeling of awkwardness around strange people who are apparently 
unaware o f the loneliness of their domestic worker.
Another young domestic worker expressed a similar feeling of isolation:
DPrecha (15): I don’t know what to talk to them about. Even 
listening to their conversations, I still don’t have any idea what they 
are talking about.
Interestingly, even though there was not much difference in age between the domestic 
workers and their employer’s children, the domestic workers still felt isolated. 
Simply put, one group commands, and the other supplies the needs of the 
commanding group. Occupying a lower social class clearly causes these domestic 
workers not to feel any identity as a member of the family of their employers. This 
division of class is widespread in Thai society and illustrates the great divide between 
rich and poor, even though they simultaneously co-exist in the same household. One 
domestic worker, who was only one year younger than her employer’s daughter, 
shares her thoughts:
DSuri (13): No, I did not play with them (the employer’s children), 
although I often observed them playing together on a computer. It 
seemed to be a difficult task to play the computer game anyway, but, 
yes, I wanted to try, if  they would have allowed me to.
Another commented:
DPrecha (15): Sometimes she (the employer’s daughter) shared her 
dolls with me while playing ... she always asked me to play with 
her, but she always wanted to be the heroine, and asked me to be the 
villain (laugh).
Moreover, from the respondents’ answers, it was clear that most domestic workers 
have very little bargaining power to earn even the minimum freedom of movement
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not only outside the families they live with, but also inside. The inability to bargain 
for freedom is more pronounced among the younger age domestic workers. This is 
illustrated by the response given to me when I asked one domestic worker whether we 
could go to her room for the interview, but she instead preferred to be interviewed in 
the living room of her employer. Later during the interview, she revealed to me her 
motive:
DSaisuda (34): She (employer) does not like me to stay out o f her 
sight ... She claimed that it was hard for her to find me when she 
needed me to do something.
Another domestic worker gave a similar statement when she was asked which were 
her favourite areas in her employers’ house:
DDara (13): I like being in the small yard of this house ... If I finish 
all the tasks, I like to take a nap there, but she (the employer) does 
not like it that way. She told me to take a nap in the living room or 
somewhere that is easier for her to call me.
It seems clear that the prevailing feeling in nearly every case in this study is one of a 
pronounced lack of freedom, particularly within the typical environment in which a 
domestic worker will find herself, namely living with middle to upper class families. 
Employers rely on domestic workers to care for their children, which places the 
workers in the role of a caregiver. This practice is more common in families where 
both husband and wife have careers outside the house. An employer comments:
Int: Has she ever asked you for any advice?
EPorn (33): W ell like what?
Int: Well, like when she had problems or was feeling homesick.
EPorn: Problems? No, I think that the only problem she’s got is about
money (laugh).
Int: What about her friends?
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She doesn’t have friends here, does she? All her friends must 
be in her village, so I don’t think that she can raise any 
problems about that.
Then clearly she must be lonely.
Come on, everyone has got something to do, and she has got 
her own tasks to finish. I have only a few friends to talk to, and 
we only meet up once a month. Everyone is expected to do his 
or her own duties.
Another employer expresses the same outlook regarding her and her worker’s relative 
duties:
EUbon (37): My husband goes out to work in the morning. I, 
myself, leave the house to work as well. My sister has her own 
things to do. My children go to school everyday. She (the domestic 
worker) stays home and is expected to do her duties. Nobody has 
time to keep company with her. I think she is lucky that she does not 
need to go out to earn money like we have to do.
EPrecha (27): Both of us (the employer and her husband) are very 
busy because he (her husband) has to leave the house early morning 
everyday to see his clients. We don’t even have time to play with 
our children, how are we supposed to have time to be concerned 
about our domestic worker.
Domestic workers are isolated socially as well as physically. The domestic worker’s 
reason for entering in the household, economics, keeps them from being able to enjoy 
the same freedoms the members of the household have. Socially, because they come 
from poor, rural backgrounds, domestic workers are shy and find approaching their 
richer counterparts difficult if  not impossible. They have very little time for social 
interaction, despite the fact that they are mostly young (some being the same age as 
the children they are taking care of). Unlike the employers, who often have a career or 
friendship group outside of the home, the domestic worker’s home life is her work
EPorn:
Int:
EPorn:
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environment, and thus the social interaction is limited to whatever the employing 
family will allow.
8.4 Having Low Self-esteem
The isolation and discrimination the domestic worker frequently experiences may 
have negative effects on her self-esteem, sense of identity, and ability to socialise and 
make friends. Along with the consequences of the extreme workload, their lack of 
privacy and the isolation is an overall sense of worthlessness among the domestic 
workers. They lose their hopes and dreams, as they see themselves as being powerless 
to break the cycle in which they have found themselves trapped. For most of these
young women, life as a domestic worker began at an early age, and the
responsibilities they shoulder force many of them to mature all too quickly.
By the time the domestic workers reach adolescence and adulthood, they have learned 
to perceive their existence as unimportant. When they look at themselves, they tend 
to see insignificant, worthless human beings, completely devoid of any rights other 
than perhaps the right to self-defence of their lives. This group seem to perceive the
purpose o f their lives to be servitude. They do not even have the slightest urge to
more than mildly protest about their situation, as one respondent, DNattaya (27) 
succinctly put it: T am only a domestic worker, I can’t think too much about the 
future.’ Other respondents commented about their ambition:
DSakon (16): ...because I have no education, and my family is poor, I really 
feel that I have no hope for anything different...
DLinda (45): Its impossible to have a better job. I have a low education; I’m 
poor and stupid...
One domestic worker seems to have completely lost her interest in improving her 
future with a better career:
DManee (18): I don’t know what I could do in the future ... I am not capable 
to do those (other) jobs, I am dumb.
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As I mentioned in chapter 6, there were three atypical domestic workers in this 
research group. These three domestic workers seemed to receive special treatment 
from their employers that was markedly different than that given to the other domestic 
workers in this study. Two major reasons were: first, they had higher qualifications 
than most typical domestic workers, and that led to their employment by wealthier 
employers who wanted their children to have the best care that could be provided. A 
second reason given for the selective treatment of one of these domestic workers was 
the presence of a daughter o f one of the employers who was mute, and this domestic 
worker (DPattaya) had specialist skills for supporting their child; also she had very 
few ‘normal’ domestic workers’ duties. Another factor working in their favour was 
that these three had spent considerable time working with their respective employers, 
while simultaneously gaining a higher education. Their gratitude towards their 
employers for this rare opportunity was shown in their continued service to their 
employers, although they stated the hope that this service was not permanent. So, only 
three domestic workers expressed confidence that they could find a better job or have 
a better life in the future, even though they were domestic workers at present:
DPattaya (31): I will not be here (the employer’s house) too long. I will take 
a test to become a teacher in the next season ... If I can’t pass this test (to 
become a teacher), I might apply for another job. I have a bachelor’s degree, 
so it should not be too hard.
DKwanjai (21): I am here because she (employer) asked me to help her until 
she can find a new domestic worker. Otherwise, I would be working 
somewhere else.
DDuengduan (22): After I have enough money from saving my wages, I will 
open my own noodle shop in my village...! believe that my small business 
will go well.
From the data collected, it can be determined that there were some important factors 
distinguishing these three workers from their fellow domestic workers. Clearly, there 
were some benefits in the work environment that were unique to the three o f them,
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namely the wealth of their employers. They each employed several domestic workers, 
apparently allowing the domestic workers to acquire advanced learning, which in turn 
gave them a more positive outlook about their futures, another distinguishing factor. 
Most domestic workers feel trapped, and although they hope for better job 
opportunities, most have the feeling that they may not have the chance without access 
to education. With the added benefits these workers have obtained not only an ideal 
work environment, but also hope for themselves, a key element missing in many 
domestic workers’ lives in this study.
Moreover, since most domestic workers are of the view that they have no value other 
than their positions as the lowest job class, they feel chronically powerless, 
subordinated, and subservient to nearly everyone else. Some workers are pushed into 
employment by adverse circumstances; but there are many who make conscious 
decisions regarding specific agencies, and who choose to remain with a particular 
employer for reasons of the overall job atmosphere that they provide (Constable, 
1997). They do so, in many cases, not because they are forced into that position, but 
because they choose to be there for the future o f themselves and their families. 
However, their choices are very limited. One domestic worker stated:
DSuda (19): I hand washed all the clothes for everyone in this 
house. They have a washing machine but they seldom use i t ... They 
said it costs too much for the electricity, but I think that it is because 
they have me instead ... The oldest daughter of my employer changes 
her clothes frequently throughout the day. Usually, this means at 
least one set in the morning; another one when she’s going out with 
her friends; and the last one is her bedclothes. I have to wash just 
her clothes every other day. If I leave them too long, I would not be 
able to finish my other chores. This has been the rule since the day I 
started my work here, but I cannot complain because I am a domestic 
worker.
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8.5 The Experience of Uncertainty while Working and Living for the Employer
As stated earlier, the relationship between the employers and their domestic workers 
is one that, at its heart, is an uncertain one. Although for the employer, their 
relationship to the domestic worker is far from being an important one, for the 
domestic worker, even the worst kind of unbalanced relationship can be important. 
From the interviews, the data showed that the typical pattern of behaviour involves 
the domestic worker labouring to please the employers in nearly every aspect of her 
daily routine. As seen in the example below, this appeasing extends even into the 
personal sphere, showing how insecure a worker can become in her attempts to 
maintain a positive relationship with her employer:
DChaiya (25):I’ve been living here for almost five years already. I 
know what they (employers) like or dislike, and I try 
to do everything to satisfy them.
Like what?
Well, in just about everything. She (female 
employer) does not like me to take showers too long, 
so I try to take showers as quick as I can.
Even taking a shower?
Yes, in almost everything I try to make her satisfied. I 
do not want to cause a problem.
It must mean that you are really careful in everything 
you do while living with this family.
Yes, at every step I think. I remind myself all the 
time that I have to be patient, patient, and patient.
Living with employers and having no other contact with friends creates an atypically 
dependent relationship between the domestic workers and the employers. This type of 
relationship can be maintained as long as the domestic worker keeps her fragile sense 
of self-worth, and as long as the pressure exists for her to preserve her position for the 
economic benefits it conveys to her and her family. The dependence that is created by 
this need, on behalf o f the domestic worker, benefits the employer because it 
reinforces the dependency o f the domestic worker.
Int:
DChaiya:
Int:
DChaiya:
Int:
DChaiya:
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8.6 Having Health Problems
Some domestic workers experienced health problems, which occurred after they 
began to take on the heavier workload that domestic service required of them. The 
work is so intensive that incredible strain is put on the bodies of these young women. 
However, when asked about specific ailments that occurred, the domestic workers 
stated that they did not do anything about them. In some o f these cases, the illness 
may be minor. Nevertheless, the workers additionally state that they have problems 
eating with the employers’ families, primarily because the food that employers eat is 
different from the food they have in their home villages. Still others claim that they 
have either headaches or backaches because of the workload. Some of the problems 
faced by domestic workers would be common to labour-intensive work: stiff joints 
and muscles, backaches, headaches, sleeplessness, and other stress-related ailments. 
This is shown by the statements of the following domestic workers:
DIsara (21): My arms hurt when I carry them (her employer’s 
children) ... She (employer) always tells me to look after these two 
children. They are big, but they still like me to carry them (laugh).
DNary (21): I always have a headache when I get up in the morning 
... No, it did not happen when I was in my home village... Probably, 
its because I go to bed late and have to get up early in the morning.
DSuda (19): I have a backache after I finish washing all the dishes 
... No, I don’t do anything special; I just take a rest.
Dsakon (16): ... Well, I have a pain all over my body when I finish 
mopping the floor ... No, they prefer me to be hand mop, not with 
any tools (such as a stick).
While her employer identified:
ESakon (27): I don’t think she has any problems with her health.
She eats good food like we do, what else could happen to her?
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An employer opened up her opinion:
ESuda (48): I thought we hired her to clean, take care of kids, etc. I 
did not hire her to be another child.
These findings support Bwibo and Onyango (1987) who conducted research in Kenya 
and found that child domestic workers experienced significantly more psychological 
problems than other children, than both working and non-working children. They 
found that the most common psychological problems that occurred among domestic 
workers were headaches, eating problems, nightmares, tiredness and unhappiness.
The physical and mental well-being of the domestic workers is not a priority for the 
employers, except if  it should seriously impair their productivity, but physical and 
emotional health problems do occur frequently, especially among the younger 
domestic workers. The domestic workers have stress from the adjustments they must 
make to their new diet and surroundings, and also their bodies must exert tremendous 
effort to perform the workload they are assigned. The failure to take health problems 
among domestic workers seriously is a serious injustice, especially since the domestic 
workers themselves are not permitted by the employers to leave or seek means of 
treatment on their own.
8.7 Deference Behaviour
As Newby (1977) stated, deference is best considered as a form of social interaction, 
not as a particular form of behaviour or a set of attitudes. The deferential behaviour 
between domestic workers and their employers confirms the inequality and each 
party’s position in the relationship to the other. If the supervisor expects elaborate 
forms of deference, then failure to do so could mean job loss for the subordinate. The 
domestic workers I interviewed fully understood that the deferential performance was 
an integral part of the job expectations of their work.
Rollins (1985) states that language usually serves the interests of the powerful. 
Similarly, in Thailand, I noticed that more than half of the employers I interviewed
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mostly call their domestic workers by their nick name, or many times, they avoided 
using the domestic workers’ proper names, referring to them as ‘you’ or ‘Thur’. In 
contrast, they expect to be addressed formally or called ‘M a’am’ or ‘Khun’ by their 
domestic workers, and of course, a domestic worker must say ‘sir or m a’am’ at the 
end of each sentence. However, some of the employers were unconcerned whether 
her domestic worker called her ‘Ma’am’ or not. Some employers explained that 
because o f the length of time their domestic worker had lived with her, they felt 
familiar enough with their worker not to be concerned about it. One domestic worker 
described her transformation to a more submissive demeanour toward her employers:
DTanaporn (19): At the beginning, I only used my employers’ 
names, without using ‘Khun’ before their name, and hardly said ‘sir’ 
or ‘m a’am’ at the end o f each sentence. I wonder how I could have 
been changed so fast, since we never said those expressions in the 
village? I’ve been told many times to say it, that I am now familiar 
with it. The more I practice, the more I get used to it, I guess.
The difference in behaviour could be seen as a matter o f attitude towards others, and 
not based solely on class. It is likely that every employer who has called a domestic 
worker by her first name or just ‘you’ has sometime or another used the term towards 
others as well that were deemed inferior. Just the use of the term ‘thur’ for domestic 
workers can be shown to be a matter of reinforcing the perception that they are not 
equal with their employers. Employers generally call their domestic workers ‘thur’ 
regardless o f any age difference. This type of nomenclature, suggesting domestic 
workers are not adults, has been a tradition not only in Thailand, but also in many 
parts of the world. Whisson and Weil (1971) state this same attitude toward domestic 
workers in South Africa, where it is seen that an ordinary girl grows up to be called a 
‘lady,’ however, the servant remains called a ‘girl’ forever. Asking domestic workers 
about having to hear the term ‘thur’, results in only a few that do not care. Most of 
them like DDara (13), do not like the usage, even though she would never say so out 
loud:
‘When I first came here, I did not understand why they called me 
‘thur’. I’ve never heard anyone in my village being called ‘thur’...
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They know my name of course, but I notice they only call each other 
by their names ... I consider myself an outsider because I am a 
domestic worker.’
This worker expressed a similar opinion about being called ‘thur’.
DIsara (21): I would like my employers to call me by my name, of 
course, my nick name. They normally call me by my nickname, 
except when they are not in a good mood. Then they will call me 
‘thur.’ I’ve gotten used to it now.
I found that one domestic worker had her name changed by her employer:
DPorn (17): They (the employer) sometimes call me ‘Jaew’22 I 
really did not like it. When they call me, I always respond, or say 
‘yes, I am here’. They do it to make fun of me. I try to remind 
myself, this is just a simple name, so that I do not feel anything 
when they call me by that name.
It should come as no surprise that societal position is controlled by the forced 
acceptance by the domestic workers of name-calling. The upper class are the ones in 
power, and it seems clear that the control over name assignment is designed to preserve 
the current set-up (Rollins, 1985). The status of domestic workers as deferential and 
employers as elevated is kept through a daily system o f obedient acts, language and 
restrictive movements imposed on the domestic workers by the employers (Romeo, 
1992). On the other hand, the employers enjoyed being called deferential terms like 
‘Ma’am’ or ‘Khun’. All employers I interviewed indicated directly that they enjoyed 
such ingratiating language. For instance, Elsara (40), one of the employers I 
interviewed, was pleased with her encounter with a former domestic worker each day 
on returning from work, one who came to be her favourite of the many she had 
previously employed:
22 Jaew is named from the movies in Thailand and has become a stereotypical name for domestic 
workers.
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‘Most o f the time, I was tired when I came back from work, since 
my work was scheduled from 8 a.m. until 4 p.m. It was her pleasure 
to assist me with my bag and any documents or things I carried. She 
would ask, ‘Are you tired? What would you like to drink today, 
ma’am?’ Now, tell me how you would feel with treatment like that?
The one who is working with me now, she says ‘m a’am’ sometimes, 
but she needs more practice; I don’t want to lose face when I have 
guests visit my house.’
A domestic worker explained:
DTara (12): When in front of them my personality must be neat 
(Reaproi), with a formal gesture which involves slightly bowing and 
moving hands down the back of my thighs23 every time when I walk 
past them. I’ve been taught to do this since I came to this house.
The psychological power of language when used to either oppress or elevate another 
should be well understood. Language can inspire freedom when used properly, and 
alternatively can be used to subjugate others when those in power have control over 
what is said. When workers are forced to accept names that are demeaning by their 
employers, it is simultaneously an indication of their powerlessness and the power of 
their employers, who have the right to determine whether the worker is identified as a 
person or not.
8.8 Having Responsibilities without Rights
The concept of human rights even if not universally practised, at least appears to be a 
universal concept. As discussed in this chapter and in the previous ones, the domestic 
workers’ rights to privacy, humane treatment, dignity, health and wages are the key 
issues that must be dealt with if their plight is to be addressed. Since these domestic 
workers represent both the lowest social class and the lowest paid workers, then their
23 Being polite among Thai women, they have to bow and move their hands down the back o f  thighs 
when they walk past elders or supervisors; on the other hand, men show deference by keeping their 
hands by their sides while bowing.
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treatment is an indication of how far the society extends these fundamental rights to 
all o f its citizens whether universally or selectively, depending on class status. 
Workers’ rights to those things mentioned above have been neglected in favour of the 
continual dependence of the domestic workers on providing money for their families, 
and in large part what rights the domestic workers have depends largely on the status 
of the family they serve.
Of course, the realisation of rights must be accompanied by appropriate 
responsibilities. These responsibilities are a critical part o f the domestic worker’s 
development through which they help their own family, directly or indirectly, to 
improve its economic status. In this study, 47 domestic workers of different ages are 
engaged working in various households. They performed a great variety of duties, 
depending on the families they were with. Surprisingly, their age, salary, terms of 
employment, and the conditions of their work never had any effect on the types of 
work they did. However, the tasks they were assigned do conform exclusively to the 
traditional gender roles of women within Thai society, roles that are seen as 
exclusively their responsibility as if  they were bom to do them. Most of the time, 
these duties included looking after their employers’ small children, running numerous 
errands for various family members and helping their employer in all the household 
chores as mentioned previously, and all roles that they, as women, are expected to be 
able to perform without complaint. The domestic workers had to perform both light 
and heavy tasks throughout the day and into the night. Here, a domestic worker 
related how her workload even involved travelling between two houses, thus negating 
any break she might otherwise have had during her typical workday:
Int: Do you have a break time during the day?
DNattaya (27): Um...sometimes.
Int: What do you do?
DNattaya: I do not do anything much because I need to run to another 
house.
Int: What house?
DNattaya: They (her male and female employer) have two houses, one is 
this house, and another one is at the ‘Rung Ruang’ 
townhouse.
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Int: Oh, so you travel from here to there every day?
DNattaya: Yes, except weekends, because all o f them (her employer) will 
go to that house.
Int: What do you have to do there?
DNattaya: I have to clean that house during the day time every day, and
accompany my employer’s mother.
Int: Can you tell them that you don’t want to go there?
DNattaya: Oh, no ... (laugh)...
Int: Why not?
DNattaya: Um, I am a domestic worker, how could I dare to say that.
In one interview with a domestic worker, it was revealed how her employers had gone 
so far as to take away her freedom to have a private room, and had allowed their 
children free access to her room too.
DTara (12): Yes, they (the employer’s family) can get into my room 
at anytime, because the room has no padlock ... She once went into 
my room to look for something when I was doing some tasks ... She 
allows her children to play in my room, and of course they play with 
my personal stuff too and I cannot say anything— otherwise they will 
tell their mother.’
It is demonstrable that the domestic workers do not have any rights within the family 
they work for. However, having responsibilities and rights should be inseparable 
among this group of people, just as for any others in Thai society. So, what rights do 
domestic workers, the majority of whom are women, have? The answer depends on 
their living conditions while staying with their employers. The families’ relative 
socio-economic status usually determines what quality or quantity o f food, clothing 
and shelter these domestic workers receive. If domestic workers were accorded basic 
rights, then they could have freedom to move about, freedom to control their own 
affairs, and freedom to pursue their individual interests instead of continually 
pursuing the interests of their wealthy employers. Domestic work lacks the regulatory 
and statutory rights that other professions have, and these domestic workers do not 
typically get to bargain for wages or, if  unhappy with their jobs, to change to pursue
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other work with more beneficial employers. As it is, their sustenance is entirely 
intertwined on how well their employing families do, and how well treated the worker 
is by these families. They have no rights to pursue their own economic interests or 
happiness, and the goods they receive are at the discretion o f their employers 
exclusively.
Often the quality of this exchange depends entirely upon the wishes of their 
employers and very much on their immediate temperaments. However, the domestic 
workers in this study could not elevate their own status with their newly found income 
from their employment. This is because for 36 o f the 47 domestic workers, their 
families of origin relied on their daughters to support them by remittances monthly, 
and 7 o f them had wages sent directly to their parents. Most domestic workers do not 
have an understanding of their rights, or even know what their rights are, so most are 
unclear on why they need rights at all. This is demonstrated through the following 
sample of responses to the question: what do you feel about your rights within this 
household?
DK anda (17): We do not have right to argue with them (her employers), we 
are just employees.
D Tara (12): I don’t know. What rights?
DPorn (17): How would I ask for them to raise my salary? That right is up
to her (employer)
D W ara (36): Everyone of them (family members of the employer) have the
right to command me to run the errands...All I have to do is 
listen to them, and do what they order me to do.
DSaisuda (34): Why would I think about that too much? I live day by day,
never think of rights, because I feel its impossible to fight for 
that.
Similarly:
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Int: How do you eat, with them or alone?
DMali (20): I eat alone and sometimes with ‘Auntie’ (one o f the employer’s
family)
Int: Did you get enough portions?
DMali: Yes
Int: If not, can you ask for more?
DMali: I won’t ask for more.
Int: Why?
DMali: I don’t have the right to ask for more food; whatever they
provide, it should be enough for me.
Int: Did they ever say that to you?
DMali: Um, not really, but I know myself that it’s true.
Yet another testimony from one domestic worker:
DSasiton (17): ... I help her with the cooking almost every day.
Int: What kinds of food does she cook?
DSasiton: Well, different kind of food: it depends on what she likes to
eat.
Int: Do you like the food she cooks?
DSasiton: ...(Laughs).... Sometimes.
Int: What if  you don’t like it?
DSasiton: ..(silence)...
Int: Did you ever suggest her to change the meal to one like you
used to eat in your home village?
DSasiton: N o... never..
Int: Why not?
DSasithon: I am afraid that she will complain.
Int: So, every meal your employer decides what to have and you
have no right to give your opinion.
DSasithon: Well, yes, kind of.
From this point of view, the domestic workers have the responsibilities o f preparing 
food for the family, but unless they are told to or are given their share, they have no
right to consume the food. They even lack the right to decide what kind of dish is to 
be set at the meals, or even to know how many portions to cook to be able to serve all 
the members of the family and make sure that they have some food left over for 
themselves. After a long day of working, they do not have the right to get tired or 
lose their patience. They do not have the right to make even the smallest mistake. 
Above all, they are never allowed to forget that they do not have any right to be there 
and that their life depends on the goodness of heart o f their employer.
When I asked the domestic workers if  they were to be punished, what forms of 
punishment they would prefer that their employers would use, it was revealed that 
about half of the sample stated that they would prefer their employers to warn or 
instruct them nicely to satisfy the employers. Interestingly, most o f them mentioned 
about the tone and the language used by employers when reprimanding the workers. 
They preferred employers who were more sensitive when castigating them, and to be 
careful not to use swearing or overly abusive language, language which tended to hurt 
the employees’ feelings. As one domestic worker revealed with tears in her eyes:
DLinda (45): ... I am a human being. I want what they
(employers) want. I am sure she wants to hear nice talk or sweet 
talk, so do I.
DIsara (21): She (employer) always swears at me a lot when I do 
something not satisfying for her. I have no rights to complain: I just 
have to listen and accept what she is saying.
8.9 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have attempted to present a clearer picture o f how employers have 
effective psychological control over their domestic workers. There are many ways 
that employers exercise mental and emotional control over the domestic worker. This 
control is boosted most effectively through the isolation workers feel, since they must 
live and work long distances away from their home. The loss o f contact with their 
family home makes them vulnerable, and there is no one else for the domestic 
workers to bond with save their employers and the employers’ families.
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There is evidence that many domestic workers live in several different households 
before reaching their adulthood. Under these circumstances, the employers’ families 
become surrogates for their own, creating in the domestic worker a feeling of 
dependence and obligation that is normally reserved for family alone in Thai society. 
How a domestic worker is treated in the households where they reside very often 
depends on the socio-economic backgrounds of her employers. When these women 
enter domestic service, particularly at a young age, many of them feel that the world 
of service to those families is all they have and will ever know, thus leading to 
feelings of resignation at their collective unhappy fate.
Coming from a different class produces feelings of inferiority and estrangement 
between workers and their employers, since they possess disparate beliefs and values. 
When cast in purely economic terms, this research is in essence about the blending of 
two extremes, the richest and the poorest of society. For instance even though the age 
of domestic workers in this research is not much different from that of the employers’ 
children, their status of living is completely distinct. O f course, rare exceptions exist. 
There were a very small group of domestic workers who were fortunate enough to 
find placement with employers who respect the basic rights o f human beings 
regardless of background or financial position. Finding a job with such employers 
provides a rare opportunity for self-development among domestic workers, most of 
whom spend their lives in a trap of physical and mental servitude.
Consider also the fact that domestic workers are always expected to address their 
employers formally. In contrast, employers have the right to choose even an 
impersonal pronoun that they feel appropriately expresses their feelings towards their 
domestic workers. This can reinforce the domestic workers’ perception that they are 
not equal.
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Chapter 9
The Quality of the Domestic Workers and their Employers’ Relationship:
Attitude and Expectations
It is not my intention to deny in this chapter the strength of the bonds that united 
domestic workers to their employers. My purpose is to show certain attitudes and 
expectations of domestic workers towards their employers, which are in turn 
conditioned by the domestic workers’ concern with their own lives while living with 
their employers. What were the aims and expectations of the domestic workers? 
How difficult was it for them to adapt themselves to the employers? How vulnerable 
were they? And how did they feel about their status while living with the employers?
The attitudes, expectations, feelings, opinions, and the actions o f the employers 
toward their domestic workers will also be illustrated. These behaviours typically 
demonstrate the perceptions held by employers towards the class o f domestic workers 
in general. Answers to the following questions will be discussed: what was the 
purpose in hiring a domestic worker, and what is the expectation o f the employer for 
her domestic worker? How did she feel in having an ‘outsider’ living in the same 
house and being a part o f her family? How useful is having the domestic worker?
These considerations bear directly upon the quality of the relationship between 
employers and domestic workers. The attitudes of both sides must be taken into 
account if  we wish to understand why employers and their domestic workers tend to 
view each other negatively, and rarely show positive feelings towards one another.
9.1 Domestic Workers’ Attitudes toward their Employer
The expectations of domestic workers and the employers differed significantly, as did 
the range of relations between these two groups. Two extremes in this range are the 
perception of the domestic workers as a member of the employer’s family (parent- 
child relationship); or, as essentially a work relationship only (employer-employee.) 
In accounting for what brought workers into contact with the households they would 
ultimately serve, money primarily was the inaugurating factor. Inevitably, however, 
informal relationships can and do form around what were once contractual
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arrangements. What is of note is how few workers ultimately felt a member of the 
family, despite initial overtures by the employers intended to convey the contrary. The 
respondents are divided into two groups: those who view themselves as just 
employees, and those who view themselves as a member of the families they are 
working for.
9.1.1 Domestic workers’ attitude toward their employers as ‘employers’
I elicited a range of responses from domestic workers when I asked them, ‘what are 
your feelings towards your employer?’ Not surprisingly, there were only two 
domestic workers who would describe their employers as a ‘relative’ or Tike someone 
in the family.’ On the other hand, also unsurprisingly, most of them were expected to 
act like ‘one of the family’ in their duties towards the household, although they were 
not treated as a family member themselves. As a result, workers in this largest group 
without exception looked at their employers as ‘boss.’ To some extent, the employers 
expected their domestic workers to be like them, i.e., a surrogate mother: for example 
to clean the house properly, to work hard on the housework, to do anything like they 
do for their own family. However, only in three cases did the workers report that their 
employers helped with some light household cleaning on a regular basis. Most of the 
rest said that their employers did not tend to be useful in any kind of housework. 
Sweeping the floor was the most common task; and with regard to other light tasks, 
their employers appeared to participate occasionally when they felt the need to assist 
the domestic workers who had too much to do.
Despite the fact that domestic workers felt dominated by their employers, they were 
also apt to feel that their employers sometimes helped them to broaden their minds 
and teach them new things that they could not otherwise learn or find:
DChaiya (25): Yes, she (the employer) taught me a lot of things ...
She taught me how to cook Chinese food (in Thai society some
households consider Chinese food more healthy). I helped her prepare
the ingredients and then she taught me how to cook the dish.
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DTanaporn (19): U m .. .I’ve learnt how to make a cake from her sister 
(the employer’s sister). Now I hope that I can make a cake for my 
mum when I go home.
DRada (18): She told me to save my own money and not give it all to 
my parents. Because one day if I am in need I will have my own 
savings and I won’t need to burden anyone ... yes, I think it’s a good 
idea.
Perhaps the greatest challenge for domestic workers that I interviewed was to 
accurately read the employer’s mind in order to be able to understand or anticipate the 
employer’s preferences and moods. In addition, some domestic workers mentioned 
that although they felt that they had become sufficiently skilled in doing housework, 
they did not always know how to do the work to completely satisfy their employers. 
Each employer had somewhat different expectations, and the domestic worker had to 
adjust to each new employer and their preferences, or else try to develop new 
techniques. Below are two interviewees’ experiences as they were given to me 
regarding the adjustments each worker made as they learned to live around a new 
boss. The first worker had been working with 2 different employers before her present 
employer:
DSaisuda (34): Its funny to have employers with so many different 
personalities. My first one was really keen on clean floors and she 
asked me to sweep and mop the floors many times during the day.
The second one was picky about her clothes and she wanted me to iron
her clothes like the professional laundries do This one (the
recent one)? She seems to pay more attention to security. She asks me 
to lock the doors carefully and I have to re-check all the doors and 
windows many times each day.’
Int: Have you ever done any chores in addition to your usual
routine?
DWipawee (17): Um... (silence).
Int: For example, have you cleaned the storage room even
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though she did not ask you to, or cleaned that curtain (I 
pointed at a curtain in the house), even though your 
employer did not tell you to do so.
DWipawee: (laugh)... keep and fold the plastic shopping bags, 
maybe...?
Int: What do you mean by that?
DWipawee: She (employer) recycles the shopping bags. She uses 
them again for the rubbish. So, whenever I see the 
shopping bags I don’t dispose of them; I keep them and 
fold them neatly in the cupboard.
Int: Wow, that’s nice. Did she like it?
DWipawee: Yes, she said it was good to have these economic habits.
At the same time, when each of the workers were asked, ‘what do you think her 
feelings are towards you?’ their answers showed considerable diversity. Often the 
feelings of being cared for were rooted in some concrete, practical expression, such as 
a gift. This convinced the domestic worker of their employer’s concern.
9.1.2 Domestic workers’ attitude toward their role as ‘one o f the family’
In ‘Like One of the Family: Conversations From a Domestic’s Life’ an essay on 
family issues by Alice Childress (1986), the author describes one domestic worker’s 
view of her employer’s attempt to redefine her as ‘one of the family’ rather than as a 
domestic worker. In this study, however, there were only two domestic workers I 
found who felt that their employers treated them like one o f the family:
DPattaya (31): Actually, I live with them (employers) like a sister or 
brother. Most of the time I do the light work, because my main work 
is looking after her daughter ... She (employer) is very kind to me, 
and she always takes me out shopping with her family.
DDuengduan (22): I have been living with them (employers) for a 
long time and I know what they like or dislike. We are quite familiar 
with each other. Even the children; they all sleep with me and I take
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them to the toilet in the middle of the night. They (employers) really 
trust me as though I were one of their children’s cousins.
It would seem that being ‘one of the family’, as these two domestic workers have 
portrayed it, did not mean that they also received the right to much privacy along with 
their new status. Although both of them have their own room, unfortunately most of 
the time they have to share their room with the children of the employer. In other 
ways, we can see that the act of including a domestic worker along in family outings 
as if  they belonged there, in fact turns out to be rather transparently for purposes of 
assistance with children or for carrying goods. It seems reasonable to question the 
motives employers may have in designating their employees as ‘one of the family’ 
aside from their emotional attachments towards that concept?
In the case of one domestic worker, she explained how her employer told her the first 
day she arrived that she could make herself at home. Her employer uttered one 
memorable phrase to her: ‘you will be our family.’ Later on she found that she could 
be like ‘one o f their family’ when her employers wanted her to do something for 
them; something that would be a gross imposition on a person who was considered a 
mere employee.
D Isara (21): When I first met them, they (the members of 
employer’s family) told me to relax, make myself at home and 
consider them as ‘cousins.’ I was glad to hear that, and felt instantly 
comfortable around them. Now I believe that I know what being 
their ‘cousin’ means: they think that I am a cousin only when they 
want me to do something for them, and especially when they want 
me to look after their kids. They just keep telling me that the kids are 
just like my brothers.
This phenomenon is also noted in the research of anthropologist Shellee Colen 
(1986:184), who observes that, ‘family ideology, sometimes used to explain why 
people have to sacrifice for one another, is turned around to induce people who are 
not in the family to do things that may be exploitative.’ Employers might forget that 
their domestic workers have their own families; they ought to be aware that domestic
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workers could be making sacrifices for the sake o f their own family, while at the same 
time being manipulated for the sake of their employer’s family. Although one of 
these two domestic workers admired the employer’s children, she could not look after 
them as if they were her own. Housework consists of a tiresome, repetitive and 
endless routine. Playing or accompanying employer’s children generally added a 
burden of another duty on their days.
The rest of the domestic workers in this study remain steadfastly unconvinced that 
their employers look at them as a family member, unlike the two examples in this 
section. Take the case o f DKanda (17), a domestic worker who once tried to study in 
adult school on the weekend, but her employer forbade her to attend the school 
because of the burden of housework at their home, even though they knew that she 
had the potential to become well educated. She expressed reservation about whether 
her employer would act in the same manner with her own children, experiencing 
firsthand the term of being ‘one of the family’ from the employer’s perspective was 
actually to work for their family, and not for her own advancement, as would be the 
case of a true family member.
9.2 Domestic Workers’ Attitude towards their Occupation, and Perception of 
Alternatives
Indeed, evaluating women’s attitudes about the status of domestic work is complex 
and contradictory. Within the urban setting, domestic workers were isolated from 
their peers not only by virtue of their poverty and migration, but by the very nature of 
their occupation too. In the interviews, the domestic workers were asked what they 
liked and disliked about domestic work and why. Their responses to these open 
questions were examined to identify major themes around the issue of work 
satisfaction. Among the many responses, three different themes were identified: 
organisation of the task (responsibilities, and autonomy), extrinsic characteristics (pay 
and hours), and the content of the work (feelings about the tasks.) The former two 
themes were examined in chapter 7. The latter one will be discussed in detail in this 
section. Overall, all forty-seven domestic workers indicated that they disliked the 
work for one reason or another. Twenty-six considered it too heavy and dirty, and 
that it required too much effort. This does not seem surprising, when we consider
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some of the testimonials the workers gave about the characteristics of their 
occupation:
D W ara (36): I don’t mind cleaning, but cleaning the whole house is 
too much for me. Even though I don’t need to finish it all in one shift, 
it’s still too much.
D Isara (21): After I have cleaned the drain in the kitchen I am very 
tired; it’s hard work.
As twelve women in the sample illustrated, housework is tedious because they have to 
repeat the same chores every day, and that the work lasts the entire day:
DTimpa (21): Doing the same thing every day is more than boring; I 
really want to do something different.
Three said that they would prefer to do something at which they could use, practice or 
improve their skills such as sewing or cooking. And the rest o f them did not specify 
why they disliked the work; they just did not enjoy household tasks. Only one 
professed a distinction between not enjoying housework at her employer’s house but 
enjoying doing the same chores at her own home:
DSasiton (17): I actually like cleaning but only my own home, not 
here (employer’s house) because here is too big and there are too 
many things to clean.
Although the domestic workers professedly did not enjoy the housework, when asked 
what they liked within the context of doing the housework, most of them illustrated 
that autonomy and freedom to do the work was the major source o f satisfaction of any 
domestic work, as has already been discussed in detail in Chapter 7. In most cases 
this was only possible when the employer was out of the house or working outside the 
house; otherwise, domestic workers preferred employers who were willing to leave 
them alone. As long as the domestic workers had to do all the housework, they 
wanted to stay in charge.
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If we look at how they feel about the work itself, in particular the chores, we will find 
somewhat different responses. As examples, three domestic workers in particular 
described the process of doing the work and revealed that they were in fact capable of 
doing the tasks they were assigned to. Here, the three domestic workers express their 
satisfaction about having the capacity to perform hard physical labour and to be able 
to meet exacting standards:
DPanrot (24): I come from a farming family and I did farm work as 
soon as I was old enough. Farm work is very, very hard and tiring. I 
don’t think there is anything harder than the farm work. I am used to it 
now and by comparison housework is light for me, except it’s boring 
and I have to work on my own.
DChaiya (25) bragged that she never found housework arduous. While I interviewed 
her she carried on ironing loads of clothes without tiring. Here is what she said:
‘Household tasks are not arduous but tedious. I have to do the same 
thing every day, every month and every year. The more I do this, the 
more I get bored ... it’s boring but not arduous.’
Similarly, DYupa (19) a cheerful domestic worker who always laughed during the 
interview, even though she found her life quite difficult, insisted that she was able to 
do all the household chores so disdained by others:
T don’t think that domestic work is hard ... They (employers) have 
many labour-saving appliances, which save time and energy (she 
meant squeezy mops, hoovers etc.). I am doing these tasks as though I 
am doing it at my home. It’s better than those construction workers I 
see on the streets. I would not go for that job.’
From this point o f view, being physically strong is normal among domestic workers 
from a farming background. Nevertheless, most of them think that domestic
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employment is boring and they cannot see an advantage in this job if  they were to 
continue at it.
9.2.1 Attitude and expectations about changing their employment
Anderson’s (1993) study of migrant domestic workers in Britain, mostly in London, 
shows that they remain wide open to exploitation. She explained how grinding 
poverty in the Philippines, Sri Lanka and some other developing countries forces 
workers, both skilled and unskilled to seek employment overseas as domestic 
workers. Besides the patterns of abuse that occur in the relationships between 
domestic workers and their employers, she also pointed out that the British 
Government had withdrawn from overseas domestic workers who have entered this 
country a fundamental freedom without which all workers’ rights are meaningless: the 
right to change employers.
For the young domestic workers in my sample, it was usual for the parent o f the 
domestic worker to decide if  they should change their employment. Parents expected 
to find new employment for their increasingly trained children with a better or more 
regular payment, which would be for their own family advantage. The parents of most 
domestic workers consider their occupation as a ‘safe’ one. Eleven out o f the forty- 
seven domestic workers in the study revealed that their parents would rather put the 
children to work as a domestic worker than to work in a factory. This is because they 
thought it was the safest place to work. As long as these young girls were always at 
the home of employers they did not need to see many strangers.
D Isara (21): My father asked me to change my job the last time 
when I visited home. I am thinking about it, but I would rather wait 
until some friend of mine returns home and then I could get some 
advice and might go to a new job with them.
DSasiton (17): ...Once a girl in our village went to work in Korat
and came home pregnant. That made my mother worried that I 
would end up pregnant if  I went to work somewhere else.
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Most domestic workers found new employers through their friends from the same 
village when all of them had a chance to visit home at the same period of time. The 
most popular jobs that most domestic workers were interested in were to work as 
factory girls, beauty shop (hairdresser), own a grocery shop, tailor, selling food and 
chef.
This change of employment may also be associated with the expectation of better 
treatment and a lighter workload for the domestic worker in a different household. 
Some domestic workers are willing to change their job or change to a new employer 
when the salary from a new employer is higher than that they were currently 
receiving. This pattern was reflected through the interviews:
Int: Have you ever thought of changing your job?
DNattaya (27): Um...Yes
Int: Why don’t you then?
DNattaya: If there are any jobs available I might change.
Int: What made you want to change the job?
DNattaya:  (silence)......
Int: Have you ever changed the jobs before coming to work with this
employer?
DNattaya: Yes, I was working with another two employers before.
Int: So, why did you change from each employer until the current
one?
DNattaya: She offered more money, and I did not come straight to this job
right after both previous employers. I had tried a few jobs before
Int: What sort of jobs?
DNattaya: Waitress, and selling tickets in the fair
Int: What if  there is another job or another employer offers you more
money than what you received now, will you change the job?
DNattaya: (Laughing) ... yes...
On the other hand, it was not always money concerns that caused domestic workers to 
change their jobs. One domestic worker recalled her reason for leaving her previous 
job in different ways than other domestic workers:
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D Rada (18): I was working as a shop assistant in a grocery shop 
before. I had been working there for only two months and decided to 
quit that job. It was very tiring; I had to do everything from arranging 
the goods in the shop, selling, and even household tasks. They gave 
me better money than working here as a domestic worker.... but here 
there is time to rest during the day time.
On the other side, most employers expressed annoyance when their domestic workers 
wanted to resign:
ER ada (30): They (domestic workers) always come and go, it’s a 
cycle like this always. When they come, they know nothing. They do 
not know how to clean properly or even how to iron. But once they 
have learned a lot and can perform the tasks well, they want to leave 
us.
ESasiton (47): I am always prepared for them wanting to leave, no matter 
how well we treat them.
EM ali (37): Sometimes I wonder how without us (employers) they 
would manage. Some of them have better lives and families when they 
leave us, if  we had not given them a good start, they might have ended 
up living in a small poor village.
When asked whether they want to quit their present job, there were balanced numbers 
of domestic workers stating that they did and did not want to. The reasons for 
wanting to continue the job are that it is a light job; the employers are kind-hearted; 
that it’s better than having no work and it’s because their parents want them to be in 
this job. However, some of the group reasoned that they would not know what to do 
if they quit because jobs are scarce, they are not highly educated and new jobs may be 
not as good and be lower paid. DLinda (45) is the only one who spontaneously 
mentioned the impossibility of change because of her age, which she found meant 
that, might be hard for her to find another job.
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For those wanting to quit their job, their reasons are that they want to further their 
study, it is a hard, boring and a lowly paid job, and they want to return home to help 
their families growing rice, or find a new job in nearby communities. Their opinions 
are further clear when asked what they would want to do if  they quit their present job. 
The answer is divided into groups. Almost two-thirds opted to find any other job in 
Bangkok or in Udonthani, whereas the other third wanted to return home to their rural 
village (see Table 9.1). The goals of homecoming are diverse. Some want to help 
their parents, find jobs in nearby communities or further their study, while others 
want to start their own small businesses, such as, food-stall, beauty salon, grocery or 
nursery as shown in Table 9.1
Table 9.1 What domestic workers in Udonthani want to do 
if they quit their current job
What domestic workers want to 
do after quitting the current job
Number of 
Domestic Workers
Percentage
Finding other new jobs in Bangkok 19 40
Finding other new jobs in 11 23
Udonthani
Returning home to study 2 4
Returning home to help parents 4 9
Returning home to open own 4 9
small business
Returning home without knowing 7 15
what to do
Total 47 100
More often the domestic worker mentioned some notion, but without much that was 
specific or enthusiastic, about what they really want to do for their future. Like one 
domestic worker:
200
\I think of finding something else to do for my future.
You don’t want to keep this occupation (being domestic 
worker)?
O f course not.
What do you want to do?
I don’t know yet. Perhaps I might go to Bangkok to find a 
factory job.
What if  you cannot find that job?
I might go back to school. Adult school may be.
DManee (18): I don’t know yet what I will do afterwards. I just 
don’t want to be a domestic worker anymore; I’m not fulfilled in this 
job.
DRada (18): I’d like to work in the factory with my friends. They 
told me that there was more freedom and we can hang out with girls 
the same age as us.
DKwanjai (21) was the domestic worker who thought about trying something else, 
like office work, but finds herself bored with any job that might be too ‘routine’ say, 
for example, a typical office job. She was unusual as a domestic worker, because she 
was more educated and was employed as a tutor for her employers’ daughter. 
However, she, like some others, would not be comfortable sitting at a desk all day, 
having to go to work in the morning, and return home in the evening. Her conclusion 
is interesting:
‘Sometimes I think that what I am doing right now is fine; I don’t 
need to push myself, because what I earn is exactly what I can earn if  
I work in an office. But when people ask me what I do I feel 
embarrassed to tell them. Even though my employer describes me as 
her daughter’s personal tutor I still feel that as long as I have to do
DNary (21): 
Int:
DNary:
Int:
DNary:
Int:
DNary:
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some light tasks to earn my keep, I am a domestic worker ... I think 
I will find something else to do.’
Although the domestic workers tended not to have specific occupational aspirations 
for themselves, those who did mentioned any blue-collar job, except domestic worker. 
Anderson (2000:165) stated that ‘some workers continue to be able to affirm 
themselves through maintaining a sense of the dignity o f their work.’ Among 
domestic workers, only one domestic worker gave out the opinion that even though 
she did feel that her status carries no dignity, she did not have a fully bad image of 
being a domestic worker:
DSingha (24): If she (her sister) wants to become a domestic worker I 
will not stop her. Why? ... As long as it’s a legal job and we don’t 
hurt anyone ... Jobs are not easy to find these days and it’s better than 
being idle at home.
All the other domestic workers hoped that their sisters would choose some other work 
that requires specific educational qualifications.
DNary (18): No, I will never want any of my family to become a 
domestic worker ... it’s a low job; they should find something better to 
do.
DPorn (17): I told my siblings to study more and more if  they have 
the chance. Then they will not end up in this low level job.
DPanrot (24): None of my family has been working as domestic worker like 
me ... I don’t want any of my sisters to become a domestic worker ... It is not 
fun at all.
And DTanaporn (19) who had the most siblings in this study, lamented:
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‘Everything that happens to me while I am working here I tell my two 
sisters about, so that when they are old enough to understand what I 
am doing, they won’t want to work like me.’
It seems that most domestic workers want their family members to have more choices 
than they themselves have had. Some of them used themselves as negative examples 
for their siblings, urging them to follow a different path so that they would have better 
job prospects.
In addition, there was clear evidence that none of the domestic workers expected to 
remain in domestic work until retirement. Even DLinda (45), the eldest domestic 
worker in this study revealed her feelings that she would like to stay at home taking 
care of her grandchildren instead of working in this field o f work for good. 
Nevertheless, most young domestic workers speculate about the possibility of 
changing their occupation. For example:
DTanaporn (19): I want to change my job when I have the chance
DPorn (17): ... .the tasks are not difficult but boring; I do the same things 
every day.
DKanda (17): Who wants to be a domestic worker until they die? ... I don’t 
want to.
DDuengduan (22): I am sure that I will find something else to do ...
No, I don’t want to be stuck in this occupation until I get old.
Even though in theory all domestic workers have the right to leave their employ at 
anytime, nonetheless the actual practice proves difficult, if  not impossible. As 
mentioned earlier (chapters 7 and 8) domestic workers and employers can become 
interdependent either through material contracts (money that the domestic workers 
took in advance) or through varying levels of psychological attachments. They may 
desire to leave, or at least have the desire to find better employers, but the monetary 
and social obligations that drew them into this work will often cause those longings to
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be relegated to merely daydreaming. All Thais are raised, as with other cultures in 
Southeast Asia, to be deferential and subservient to those in power, and especially to 
those who have money or other obligations to hold over them. Some workers begin 
by feeling that they will leave once their financial obligations have been fulfilled, but 
often the familiarity that eventually bonds them to their present employer, unless 
extraordinarily abusive, will in the end cause the workers to settle for less than they 
could attain elsewhere.
9.2.2 No dignity and lowest level
One sentence that I heard from an experienced domestic worker could best illustrate 
the negative perception she and other workers have about their job: “at its worst 
degrading and at it’s best neutral.” When questioned about their attitude to domestic 
work the respondents gave plentiful evidence of their feeling o f being in a low status 
job. As might be expected, many workers saw themselves as having few options. 
Some blamed destiny, others cited discrimination or some situational factors not 
under their control (for example, family responsibilities.) The majority, however, 
simply attribute their lack of options to the fact that they occupy a position o f low 
dignity, which affords them less in society as a result. Scott (1990:113) stated that 
‘dignity is at once a very private and a very public attribute’. He pointed out that one 
could experience an indignity at the hands o f another, despite the fact that no one else 
sees or hears about it. Once domestic workers were in a condition o f subordination, 
all that remained was to differentiate the particular ways in which those who occupy 
that status experienced indignities as a result. Some domestic workers graphically 
attested to their experience of being treated in a disrespectful manner in these 
interviews. Consider the following examples:
DManee (18): They (employers) yell and shout at me when I make 
even a small mistake, but if  I do the tasks perfectly they say nothing.
I really do feel that I have no dignity and everyone can blame me for 
anything that goes wrong.
DSuda (19): She (employer) was furious with me once when I bought 
her the wrong vegetable from the market. She had a few friends who
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were waiting for her to cook dinner that day and she scolded me and 
swore at me in front o f them. I felt very embarrassed. I had to run 
back to the market to get a new vegetable for her and I was crying all 
the way to the market: I felt really upset. I always tell myself that it’s 
because o f my fate that I have nothing - not even my dignity.
D Porn (17): ....I rarely tell my friends that I am a domestic worker.
If they knew they would laugh at m e.... it’s too low-level a job. None 
of us mentioned it when we were at school discussing careers
In most instances they did not fight back, except in one case involving a domestic 
worker in the study who had been working with an employer who owned a beauty 
salon shop. DSakon (16) attempted to fend off the insults hurled at her, but her 
attempt to maintain her dignity was purely superficial:
‘Once I wore.an overall trousers, she (employer’s sister) told me that I 
looked funny, and she told me not to wear it again because I was only 
a domestic worker and I would be a domestic worker no matter what I 
wore’
While daily indignities are considered to be the norm for a domestic worker, the 
workers themselves cannot help but dwell on what it feels like to be in the lowest 
level of Thai society. That being said, many domestic workers remarked that it was 
not necessarily employers who seemed intent on reminding the workers of their 
status, but rather societal elements that wished to relegate workers to the bottom of 
Thai society. In addition, the social isolation experienced by workers, even to the 
extent that they feel they cannot reveal their jobs to their closest friends, creates a 
repressive and lonely atmosphere for them, further reinforcing the feeling o f societal 
worthlessness. The practices of employers contribute to this problem, as shown in 
chapters 7 and 8, and in many ways the domination o f young females typically 
generates many of the indignities that domestic workers unconsciously endure. 
Finally, even though many young girls in domestic service earn money to support 
their families, they are typically not the ones who get to enjoy the money they earn. 
They might not vocalise what they want, but in reality they should not be seen as
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anything other than typical young women, with the same hopes and aspirations as all 
women everywhere: dignity, satisfaction in their careers, and a sense that they are 
accepted by those around them. For this reason, most domestic workers in this 
research have endured their years in service with their eyes focused on money, often 
for their families, and their feelings bound under a steady state o f dishonour.
The loss of dignity shows that the domestic workers are a fact that reflects an 
ingrained social facet of Thailand. The quiet suffering o f the domestic worker class 
demonstrates a subjective side to social inequality. Other studies have addressed the 
fate o f those subject to the abuses of Thai society’s strict social structure, but have not 
touched upon or have missed entirely, the interpersonal nature o f the power imbalance 
that exists therein.
9.2.3 No mental work, but its manual
Several domestic workers disclosed a distinct unawareness o f any mental-manual 
distinction when they described their work as not requiring much mental involvement. 
Chapter 8 presented data showing how domestic workers suffered from psychological 
effects in their duties, but nevertheless were not aware that the work was also 
affecting them mentally.
DMali (20): It’s a labouring job; I don’t see why we need to learn any skills
DTanaporn (19): She (her employer) said once, when I did not clean 
the room properly, that I should be able to do it since I use only my 
body, not a brain ... Well, it is true.
DPanrot (24): Everyone can do household tasks; even the stupid ones - it’s 
easy.
Others referred indirectly to a lack of mental involvement when they described the 
work. They implied that it did not challenge them:
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DRattana (16): ....I didn’t know how to use the microwave or switch 
on the gas before24 but I do know how to use them now...yes, it’s 
easy.
DChaiya (25): I don’t think that anyone needs to learn much in order 
to do domestic work.
DSasiton (17): If I have to work in a factory I am sure that it will be 
more difficult than working in a home because for factory work you 
need to learn a lot and you need to have technical skills. Domestic 
work is manual.
DWara (36): There is nothing to learn here -  it’s easy. As long as you 
have energy, you can do it.
Yet the work was not always seen as entirely mentally passive, or lacking in 
opportunities for mental stimulation. In fact, many domestic workers spontaneously 
mentioned various sources of interest. For instance, jobs were sometimes 
characterised as challenging in that the domestic workers could learn something from 
everyday life and their employers, as attested to in these following two subjects:
DChonticha (19): ...I didn’t know that she (employer) started her
shop from scratch until I came here and worked with her. She is very 
thrifty and quite careful with money. I have no doubt how she became 
successful and she can be a good role model for me.
DSakon (16): ...I f  I could save enough money I would like to have
my own beauty shop like her (employer) ... Oh, yeah, it makes a good
money.
The conditions that lead to alienation as we can see are already present in these
workers’ outlooks and their lives. The job itself is seen as meaningless and looked
24 In Thailand, most urban households use gas for cooking, but in the villages some houses still use 
charcoal for cooking.
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down upon by others. The fact that domestic workers must put there own needs last 
on a continual basis in favour of the employer’s unfortunately leads to the domestic 
workers feeling disconnected from everything and everyone around them. This 
feeling extends into their work, and ultimately into their personal lives as well, as 
they see themselves as worthless and necessary only to serve others.
9.3 Employer’s Attitudes toward their Domestic Workers
It would be unfair to ignore the fact that there are factors governing the employers’ 
attitudes towards their domestic workers. Since the employers in this sample are from 
many different occupations, their attitude or perspective toward their domestic worker 
might vary depending on their own experiences, educational level, and income. As 
with the domestic workers, I shall look at three different perspectives given by the 
employers. Employers tend to view their domestic workers in one of two ways, as 
either just an employee, or as a member of the family. I will examine how the two 
viewpoints differ with regards to the employers’ feelings and how the domestic 
workers are treated depending on which view the employer holds. Finally, I shall 
present the third perspective, which is towards the work itself.
9.3.1 Employers’ attitude toward their domestic workers as ‘employees’
Attitudes of employers toward their domestic workers showed a good deal of variety 
in their respective answers to the questions ‘How would you describe your attitude 
towards your domestic worker?’ or ‘What are your feelings towards your domestic 
worker?’ The employers’ opinions of their domestic workers ran from diligent, 
deferential, docile, good workers, faithful, loving with children, and quiet, to such 
negative images as lazy, idle, impolite, dirty, dishonest, and so on. Laziness was the 
most common negative trait that was mentioned by the employers. Employers also 
expressed general satisfaction with domestic workers that were diligent, deferential, 
who cleaned things properly, were loyal, showed love towards their children, did not 
gossip about their employers, and were less demanding. Interestingly, being 
intelligent was not within the expectations of the average employer; thus, it seems to 
indicate that they did not really pay attention to whether the domestic workers could
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learn how to do the tasks properly or to improve or develop themselves at all. Several 
employers expressed problems about the quality of their domestics’ work:
EBongkot (42): She (domestic worker) does the housework all right 
but it’s not really perfect. I have to check her work ... Um ... she does 
not really clean well sometimes.
EYupa (64): If I don’t keep an eye on her she is lazy ... washing a 
small amount o f clothes can take her half a day.
EPanrot (45): She is very talkative... she talks too much. When I ask 
her to go to the market, she stops to talk to every merchant. I suspect 
that she knows everyone in the market by now.
ESuda (48): I really am more concerned about loyalty. Since we 
have a lot o f property in our house and I am not here all the time ... 
she must not be stupid enough to let any strangers walk into the house.
9.3.1.1 Employers’ knowledge about their domestic workers
The great majority of employers claimed satisfaction with their present domestic 
workers, especially since most of them mentioned the lack of domestic workers at this 
present time, and that it takes time to build a relationship between themselves and any 
new domestic worker. There were a variety of views concerning the amount of work 
domestic workers appear to complete in many households.
However, employers do not know much about their domestic workers’ personal lives. 
Some of them claimed that this was due to the length o f employment in the 
household. Only half of them knew where their domestic worker’s home village was, 
and only six of them had ever visited the domestic worker’s home. Surprisingly, 
fourteen of them knew what level of education their domestic worker had achieved 
while only ten of them mentioned how many siblings the domestic worker had. None 
of them mentioned anything about the marital status of their domestic workers, as 
most of them assumed that they were all single. Less than half employers said that
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their domestic workers discussed their personal problems with them, and most of 
these discussions involved financial concerns. Some commented:
ETanaporn (31) (who’s got 3 domestic workers at home): O f course 
we have to know where their homes are, even though they are living 
with us. What if  they ran away with all our valuables? How do we 
catch them, if  we don’t know where their homes are?
ESuda (48): I know her home because I went to her village to look 
for a domestic worker at that time.
EPanrot (45): Even I can’t count how many relatives I have. How do 
I know how many relatives she has?
While the pattern of interaction between employers and their domestic workers 
clearly varied from house to house, most employers failed to realise that their 
domestic workers often want to work for their own benefit in improving their skills or 
knowledge. Even the employer’s motive for being familiar with their domestic 
worker was for what appeared to be for their own safety, and not for any concern for 
the worker.
9.3.2 Employers’ attitude toward their domestic workers as ‘one of the family’
The majority of employers testified that their domestic workers were ‘one of the
family.’ This implied that the domestic worker’s life was totally intertwined with that
of her employer. This of course appears to contradict the viewpoints o f the domestic
workers since, as previously mentioned, only two workers felt that they were a part of
the employer’s family. When asked about employers’ feelings towards their domestic
workers, thirty-four said they were ‘one of the family’ or were like ‘siblings’ of the
employers; and a further six employers felt that ‘friend’ or ‘colleague’ described their
relationship with the workers. The remaining employers described their feeling for
\
their domestic workers as ‘sympathetic.’ Thus, while the structure of the domestic 
worker and employer relationship is extremely unequal and hierarchical because of
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the class difference, it nonetheless is expressed by the employer through various 
emotional terms such as kindness, affection, and generosity. Here are examples:
ETimpa (37): Oh..she eats the same like us, watches TV with me, I 
bought her new clothes, when she was ill I gave her the medicine, 
sometimes she even went to the movie with me, how would I not think 
that she is one o f our family
EPattaya (48): She is just like my relative. When I go shopping, many times 
I buy her things, i.e. personal stuff. If anything goes wrong with her, I am the 
one who is responsible for that.
When asked about the degree of trustworthiness the employers put in their domestic 
workers, the majority said that their domestic workers were, in general, dependable. 
However, most confessed that they were careful to keep an eye on their domestic 
workers. Others excused the fact that they monitored the domestic workers because 
they were new, having just moved into the employer’s house. Some o f the varieties of 
responses taken from the employers are as follows:
EPattaya (48): I do trust her, because she’s been living with us for a long
time.
EPanrot (45): O f course, she will not do anything silly because we 
gave her a lot of things. She is not lacking anything.
EChaiya (44): Well..yes, we trust her, but we do not leave anything 
of value lying around in the house. It might tempt people to do bad 
things, right?
ESakon (27): No, not really...she only moved in a few months ago; 
how we trust her that soon?
Being ‘one of the family’ did not mean that the employers displayed any interest or 
concern about the domestic worker’s welfare. They did not ask if  she was homesick
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or inquire into how she was adapting to a new environment or family. A worker 
rarely had to worry about concealing her marital status or her emotional problems 
because her employers rarely asked about her life in her home village.
On the other hand, most employers are convinced that their domestic worker is and 
has been treated as ‘one of the family.’ However, this did not mean that she would let 
her domestic worker have dinner at the same table with the employer, even though the 
domestic worker was the one who typically prepared the meals in the households I 
studied. Most o f the time the domestic worker had to feed the baby while the 
employers ate, and settle for whatever was left over. Sometimes the employers even 
refused to give her a house key when the employers went out, so the domestic worker 
would be locked in the house until the employer returned. In addition, the domestic 
workers were all prohibited from sitting on the sofa to watch TV in the evening, using 
the telephone in the house, or eating favourite foods. Other restraints were put on 
sitting for meals in the dining room, taking some weekend time off to go to a movie, 
or taking a long vacation as necessary, all as indicated in earlier chapters. This lack of 
freedom seems to make being ‘one of the family’ a purely perfunctory designation, 
without any substance.
9.4 Employer’s Attitude toward the Domestic Work and Perception of 
Alternatives
Given the attitudes of the employers towards domestic work, many people might 
expect employers to feel a lot o f pressure in dealing with the responsibility of 
managing a household. Many admitted that much of their time was consumed already 
with the duties o f work outside of the home, and that they had no time for the 
additional pressures of housework. The employers were asked the same questions as 
the workers about what they liked and disliked about domestic work and why. The 
results were that a majority of employers did not enjoy certain household-oriented 
tasks and found them distasteful. Most of them preferred tasks that held professional 
or creative challenges, such as office work, self-employment, or a number of 
professional careers. The most disliked aspects were the heavier physical tasks, such 
as scrubbing floors, cleaning the kitchen, cleaning the shower rooms and toilet, hand-
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washing clothes, ironing, watering plants and so on. Several employers expressed 
their dislike o f doing housework themselves:
ER ada (30): I really don’t like housework. It’s actually not heavy 
work, but I just don’t like it.
EPanrot (45): Rather than clean the house, I prefer to spend the time 
making money.
ESasiton (47): I don’t like working at home, that’s why I don’t like 
housework.
E T anaporn (31): I never do housework, not since I was young. Even 
when I was in student lodgings at college I hired people to wash my 
clothes, (laugh.)
A smaller number of ten employers stated that they enjoyed cleaning and only 
employed domestic workers because they did not have time to do it themselves. 
Thus, for these employers, the housework provided some degree o f interest:
ESakon (27): Domestic work is feminine work. I don’t mind doing it 
as I am a woman. Whoever thinks this (housework) is dirty or 
demeaning is pretending.
ED ara (33): Oh, I love housework; I sometimes help her (domestic 
worker) to do chores; if  you don’t believe me, ask her. If I didn’t have 
my job I would do the housework.
ETim pa (37): I don’t have time to do all the domestic work 
myself....oh yes, I would do it, if  I didn’t have to earn money like this.
I will teach my daughter to do the housework when she grows up. I 
don’t understand it, when people look at housework as a lowly job.
213
E W ara (35): I did not have a domestic worker for almost a year and 
I did all the domestic work on my own. When I got this job then I 
tried to find someone to do the housework for me, but I don’t think 
it’s odd to do my own household tasks.
Half of the employers could be classified as mixed in their feelings. Some of them 
said that they neither liked nor disliked the housework, and some rejected the 
relevance of liking or disliking the work. To them, cleaning the house was something 
that was taken for granted as having to be done, and arouses neither strongly positive 
nor strongly negative sentiments. Here are some of the attitudes shared by the 
employers:
EYui (44): If I really have to do it I can do it. But if  I have choice not 
to do it, then I won’t do it.
EPorn (33): Well, when she (domestic worker) visited her home, I 
was the one who did the housework. So, why can’t I do it? ... the 
reason I hire someone to do it is, because I have so many other things 
to do.
ESaisuda (49): I don’t really mind some housework. Indeed, I don’t 
mind the washing-up, but I don’t like washing clothes. You see what I 
mean?
EM ali (37): Housework is not a bad thing to do; I helped my mother 
a lot with the housework when I was young. Why do I need to do it 
now since I have her (domestic worker)? ... (Int: What if  you didn’t 
have a domestic worker?) Oh yes, I would do it then; well, I would 
have to do it, wouldn’t I?
These responses indicate that the employers have a one-sided viewpoint that tends to 
benefit them only. Most of them do not like household tasks, even those who 
expressed mixed feelings about participating in the chores their domestic workers 
perform. At the same time, they did not express concern over whether domestic
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workers feel any animosity towards their tasks or not. From this information, it would 
seem that the employers, in a move that is all too typical of human beings, do not take 
into account the human side of their workers: that perhaps they also possess the same 
disdain for housework. The data also seems to affirm the observation that people react 
more favourably to unpleasant tasks that they themselves are not required to do, even 
though their unwillingness to perform those tasks is shown obviously in the fact that 
they have hired others to do them instead.
In addition, the pressure and responsibility of their paid jobs was the main reason 
given by employers for not having enough time to do housework. Beside that, many 
employers felt that with their busy schedules having a person who would do all the 
housework would be advantageous.
9.5 Conclusion
This chapter has examined the attitudes o f both sides of the employer-employee 
relationship: domestic workers and their employers, and has shown various different 
attitudes of one towards the other.
This study indicates that the majority of domestic workers accept their subordinate 
position in society both at their employer’s house, to society in general and even in 
their own home village. They are actually trapped in an ideology of domesticity, 
which cannot avoid the relations of ‘class domination’ and ‘female subordination’ as a 
natural consequence. As seen from this study, most domestic workers feel 
embarrassment at working in an occupation that is seen as low-class and ultimately 
having no dignity. This feeling is reflected even from their families, relatives, and 
friends. The fact that they occupy an inferior status in society brings about a sort of 
closed-minded perspective on the part of the workers when expressing their attitude 
towards their employers. Being the ‘outsider’ in the employer’s family was the 
perspective of most of the domestic workers in this study. Even though some workers 
in this study had opportunities to advance their learning just by being with their 
employers, this still did not make them feel ‘one of the family.’
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With regard to the employers, this chapter also uncovered that most o f the employers 
accept the subordinate role of domestic workers in Thai society. Their attitudes 
towards their domestic workers are comprehensible only if you consider the false 
consciousness of most employers where they think that they treat their domestic 
workers as more like ‘one of the family.’ The latter view is disputed by what was 
reported by the majority of domestic workers. Notwithstanding this disagreement, the 
employers expressed themselves as unaware of any significant difference between 
how they treat themselves or any member of their family and how they act towards 
their domestic workers as their employees. This chapter also addressed another 
imbalance in the employer - worker relationship: the high expectations the employers 
have of the workers. Essentially, a worker is expected to go beyond what normal 
employees can put up with, playing a ‘perfect’ model o f an employee, plus being 
diligent, hard working through long hours, ‘on call’ for 24 hours per day, clean, and 
loyal, but with the additional unusual constraint of no socialisation with outsiders. 
The chapter clearly shows that most employers did not relish the drudgery of 
housework compared to the challenges found of working in careers outside the home 
where they could earn greater income. Though the majority of employers could see 
and agree that housework is arduous and tiresome labour, they nonetheless could not 
seem to place themselves into the role of their domestic workers, so that they might 
imagine being in the position of exploitation that the domestic workers dwell in 
without hope o f change.
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Chapter 10
Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter draws together the findings of the four previous chapters and discusses 
their relevance in relation to published literature related to this subject. No attempt is 
made to obscure the power imbalance, but I do try to understand the interpersonal 
processes by which interclass social relations are produced. In his writings, Scott 
(1985) attempts to understand the structure of inequalities between agrarian landlords 
and wage labourers and the constant process of testing and renegotiating o f relations 
between classes. I will employ his view here because it helps to explain the dynamics 
of the relationships that I observed among domestic workers and their employers in 
Udonthani, Thailand.
My discussions here also give attention to the day-to-day behaviour of both groups of 
women and how they put into action their attitudes about women and women’s roles 
in a traditional society. The data for this research was collected through in-depth 
interviews, using tape-recorded conversations with 47 pairs of domestic workers and 
their employers interviewed separately. The employers were all women and were in 
various occupations, including that of full-time housewife. The study discusses the 
power dynamics of these relationships, in order to understand how both groups can 
legitimately claim some power within the work environment. The study also reveals 
how employers exercise physical and psychological power over domestic workers 
through work scheduling, by enforcing rigid class distinctions within the household, 
and through forbidding workers to socialise or have friends from outside the 
employer’s home. In examining the power structure within the employer household, 
we will hopefully gain insight into how these conditions affect the domestic workers’ 
ways of life and their emotional and psychological health. This chapter will also 
examine Blauner’s four aspects of alienation, along with Newby’s work on the 
deferential behaviour of farm workers in Britain, and compare how the data on 
domestic workers in Thailand relates to these studies. Finally, the chapter will 
conclude with various recommendations regarding policies to improve the working 
conditions and lives of domestic workers.
217
10.1 Powerlessness of Domestic Workers
The chapter first considers the relatively powerless state of the domestic workers. 
The relationship between employers and workers is unequal from the start, shown by 
the fact that domestic workers always have a lower priority than anyone else in the 
employer’s household does. From the start o f their employment, where there are 
either no contracts or the agreements are heavily one-sided, domestic workers are 
expected to conform to long hours with little or no time off. Added to this is the fact 
of substandard pay at rates below the standard minimum wage. No regard is given to 
the domestic workers for their health or safety concerns, and little regard is given to 
diet and sleeping arrangements except where it is convenient for the employer. Most 
domestic workers fear to act or speak out about their situation for fear of being fired 
and the threat of being jobless and ultimately homeless in a large, unfamiliar urban 
environment. Employers will utilise their power advantage through means that might 
be considered as sneaky, such as replacing wages due to the workers, or with outright 
abusive physical and mental treatment of the workers. These acts can be performed 
precisely because of the domestic workers’ powerless situation.
10.1.1 Exploitation on terms of employment - having no contract
As explained in chapter 7, none of the domestic workers that I interviewed ever 
signed a contract or any other written agreement about their employment prior to 
starting to work for their employers. In instances when there was a contract present, 
the agreements often centred on money the domestic workers received in advance, 
which more or less seems like ‘selling’ a person rather than an employment contract, 
supporting the work of Anderson (1993). In relation to the weakness of Thai laws, 
there is confusion as to what the law requires, which is a contract o f employment or 
written details about the employment, as well as what the difference between the two 
are. However, it is a fact that most of the jobs in Thailand require some form of 
contract prior to employment. The domestic workers I interviewed said that their 
employers never mentioned anything about signing a contract o f employment, 
because the practice has traditionally been done through verbal agreement 
beforehand. It goes without saying that a lack of any written agreement offers no 
protection to the workers against being fired at any time and for any reason.
218
It appeared to be the case that some employers allegedly felt offended at the 
suggestion o f providing contract of employment. Where contracts had been drawn 
up, domestic workers revealed to me that it occurred only when there were financial 
matters involved and the contract resulted in the employer’s benefit only. For 
example, there were a number of domestic workers whose family took money from 
their employers in advance, and that is when the contract came into being. Details 
about contracts typically involve issues of how much money the family of the 
domestic worker took in advance, how much money the employer will deduct from 
the domestic worker’s monthly salary, and how long the domestic worker has to work 
for their employer to pay off the whole debt. In those instances, however, although 
they had this kind of written contract with their employers, they were not. provided 
with copies o f the contract. The domestic workers were not given the opportunity to 
control their conditions o f employment, and were instead dominated by their 
employers in even the smallest of details.
Domestic workers clearly benefit greatly from having a contract that provides for 
regular hours o f work, start and end times for the work day, and the monthly rate of 
pay. If employees have a contract, it will protect them by not only setting the 
boundaries for what is expected, but also will give them the power to reject unfair 
requests without any sort of compensation. For instance, in chapter 7, domestic 
workers complained that they are required to look after the guests o f employers who 
visit the household without additional remuneration for their extra work burden. 
Increasing the number o f persons for whom the domestic workers have to care creates 
additional tasks for the domestic worker. This may ultimately result in a conflict in 
priorities, but employers are not usually open to discussing concerns like this with the 
workers.
10.1.2 Exploitation o f work hours and conditions
The Basic Conditions of Employment of the Thai Ministry o f Labour (2000) prescribe 
hours of work on a daily basis, namely eight hours in any day, if  the employee works 
no more than five days a week. Typically, there were no pre-specified hours or tasks 
allocated to domestic workers in this regard as seen in my research. As discussed in 
chapter 6, most of the domestic workers reported that they start work between 5 and 6
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a.m. in the morning and stop working at around 8 to 10 p.m., or even midnight. 
Sometimes they start work even earlier and stop work later. Most o f them revealed 
that they have no specific scheduled working hours, due to the nature of the work 
being done. Without exception, every worker interviewed in this study felt that they 
were supervised by more than just the head of the household, since everyone in the 
household is assumed to be an employer. The 24-hour nature of the job and the type 
of household tasks assigned to domestic workers have been well documented in many 
studies as highlighted in chapter 3. It is difficult for the live-in domestic workers to 
monitor and control their hours of work directly. They do what their employers ask 
them to do, at any time during the day or night. Even employers who work outside 
the house control the worker’s schedule often through a note they leave behind in the 
morning.
Employers and their domestic workers will predictably give different views on how 
long the domestic workers actually spend working each day. Generally, the majority 
of domestic workers reported that they worked longer hours than normal as stated 
above-about 12-14 hours per day as shown in Table 7.1, and they complained that 
they never receive overtime pay as in other jobs. Even though domestic workers in 
this research claim that the housework is, essentially ‘woman’s work,’ they also feel it 
to be tedious and heavy. They wake up before anyone else in the household and are 
often the last ones to go to sleep. From the employer’s point of view and in existing 
social practice, this seems to require a lot from these workers that most other 
employees don’t have to do. Despite the heavy load, domestic workers must always 
be prepared to perform any chore, light or heavy, at any time o f the day or night. 
Furthermore, most domestic workers reported that during their workdays they were 
responsible for the care of young children throughout the day and that the wives and 
mothers, who in most cases did not work outside the home, or other live-in relatives, 
closely monitored their activities. They are not allotted an exact time for a break or 
for a meal, and most o f the time they are found rushing to finish eating and then get 
back to work, or be ready to be ‘on call’.
There was only one domestic worker in this research that had one day off per week, a 
Sunday. However, she was expected to look after the employer’s children on her day 
off too. Thus, the majority of domestic workers work seven days a week, and are
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generally ‘on call’ day and night. They spend almost all o f their time inside their 
employer s house and even if  they have time off during a day, most are not allowed to 
leave the house. In sum, these women are not entitled to a certain number of hours 
free from having to work.
Generally, there are a number of official public holidays in Thailand when workers 
are granted the legal right not to have to be at their jobs, especially on Sunday. Even 
though most labourers do not specifically have a Sunday break, they are permitted to 
take Sunday off if  they want to, although they are not usually paid. Unlike most 
employees, domestic workers are not entitled to take Sunday or public holidays off 
from work, except for major holidays, which again depends on what is agreed by their 
employers. Moreover, they are forced to work on Sunday, and most holidays, and the 
employer does not pay the domestic worker wages for the hours worked on a public 
holiday. Most o f the time, domestic workers experienced isolated incidents of 
tolerance when something beyond their control-such as family illness or a critical 
family responsibility-required them to leave briefly. However, some employers grant 
the domestic workers leave but deduct this from their salaries.
10.1.3 Oppressive wage
Domestic workers are some o f the lowest wage earners in Thailand’s labour market. 
The evidence from chapter 6 shows that they receive much lower earnings than other 
occupational groups. Two of the domestic workers received no regular monthly 
salary but were paid only small amounts yearly during their employment. The 
monthly salaries o f the rest varied, but were all at quite a low standard. This supports 
Cock (1980), who pointed out that domestic workers were forced to work long hours 
with low wages.
According to the data gathered, it is not possible to make direct comparisons between 
what domestic workers reported and the employer’s reports. Employers tend to report 
higher wage levels, which probably include compensation for payment in kind. For 
example, employers typically claim extra money given to their domestic workers on 
some special occasion, even claiming that giving domestic workers their old clothes 
represented a form o f payment. Not surprisingly, the two most common complaints
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made by domestic workers interviewed were that they worked long hours with little 
opportunity to rest, and received low wages or even a sub-minimum salary. These 
experiences of domestic workers are similar to others documented by Palmer (1987), 
who declared that workers were expected to give themselves wholeheartedly to their 
occupation with much the same devotion that non-working middle-class wives and 
mothers give in their service to their families.
Within Thailand, domestic workers wake up and go to sleep in the same house, day 
after day. The boundary between work time and non-work is so blurred as to be non­
existent for the domestic workers. The domestic workers are part o f what is termed 
the ‘informal economy,’ which is discussed in greater detail below. That is, their 
wages— and indeed their very existence— is invisible in labour statistics. They are not 
usually paid in the normal ways other employees are, and the wages for domestic 
workers are often paid out without any prior negotiation. If we consider that Thai 
domestic workers lack negotiating power altogether, then we have a completion of 
Himmelweit’s (1983) paradigm when looking at their situation.
10.1.4 Neglect o f health and safety concerns
Several domestic workers were not aware that their days were filled with demands 
and treatment that might seriously affect their health, and put in danger their right to 
work in a healthy and safe working environment. However, as was clearly seen from 
chapter 7, domestic workers consistently described unsafe working conditions that 
endangered their health. For example, some domestic workers described how they 
assisted their employers in preparing meals by using sharp utensils such as knives, 
and related how this resulted in cuts due to lack of proper instruction from their 
employers on how to use the knives correctly.
Of the 47 employment relationships included in this research, employers only paid the 
comparatively small cost of medicine when their domestic workers were ill. In all 
cases, however, the domestic workers were forced to continue on the job when they 
were ill. The majority of domestic workers in this research complained that their 
employers required them to work when they were sick and refused to allow them to
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visit a doctor. The excuse generally offered by employers was that the employers 
themselves did not see a doctor when they were ill, as discussed in chapter 7.
10.2 The Reality of Domestic Workers Life
As we saw in chapters 7 and 8, domestic workers are restricted from using many of 
the amenities of the house in which they are labouring, for example the telephone or 
any kitchen appliances. This supports Marx (1959). Domestic workers reach a point 
of complete abasement, followed by renunciation of any rights or dignity due to the 
constrictions of the role they must fulfil. Alienated by class, by positions of 
powerlessness, and estranged from all those around them, Thai domestic workers 
could be seen as entering into an economic prison living exhausted, anxious and 
lonely lives. This extends the work of Blauner (1964), who mentioned in his study 
that the labourer has become alienated to his or her own self when they do not feel a 
part of their work. Domestic workers, as per Blauner’s paradigm, begin their spiral 
towards estrangement by losing identity with their work, since neither the objectives 
nor products of their labour provide benefits to them in any significant way. The 
individual personalities and skills of the domestic workers are lost in the 
overwhelming tasks that confront each one every day. Domestic workers will come to 
dislike their jobs because of the lack of variety or overall progress in their everyday 
routine. Domestic workers soon become part of the background, where they are 
always busy tending to unimportant tasks that require little, if  any, critical thinking or 
creative skills. The workers soon feel unimportant along with their tasks, and they 
will soon begin to feel that their lives are pointless, too. In M arx’s view, the 
alienation of the worker then transfers to becoming estrangement from others.
10.2.1 Limitation of everyday life
Sleeping and eating arrangements typically separate domestic workers from other 
members of the household, and reinforce their inferior status. As seen in chapter 7, 
according to domestic workers, aside from verbal abuse, one o f the most common 
means by which employers caused them psychological, and in some cases physical, 
suffering was by controlling their eating schedules. Many domestic workers reported 
how they eat different, and lower-quality, foods from their employer. At dinner, for
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example, after a day of exhausting tasks, they must serve the family and complete a 
number o f tasks before they are allowed to eat. Domestic workers described to me the 
different ways their employers controlled their eating habits. For example, allowing 
them to eat only leftovers, or offering them food that had already expired or been 
thrown away. Most of them were allowed only leftovers for dinner, and on several 
occasions, when there were only small portions they were told not to prepare anything 
else for themselves.
In this study, most domestic workers were required to rush through their lunches and 
dinners, and usually only ate breakfast whenever there were leftovers by their 
employers after they had eaten. However, the employers always stated that their 
domestic workers had better quality food while at the employer’s home, than they had 
in their home villages.
Domestic workers are expected to sleep in any available space, mostly in the storage 
room or small spare rooms of the house. Some have to sleep with the employer’s 
children because children would usually wake up in the middle of the night to go to 
the toilet, and this habit greatly irritates the employers. This practice shows that some 
domestic workers have virtually no privacy for themselves. A contract of 
employment or written agreement as discussed above could also be useful in this area 
to regulate things such as sleeping and eating arrangements beforehand. Such 
arrangements, while segregating the domestic workers, would at least be an 
improvement in terms of guaranteeing the domestic workers’ collective right to some 
privacy.
10.2.2 Power over the work process: Autonomy
A recurring issue within literature on domestic service is the highly personal nature o f 
the control structure, unlike some industrial jobs where control is embodied in the 
workplace. Rules of domestic service are coloured by values and practices associated 
with the private sphere at home, which is an area for personal and private 
relationships, rather than those public and somewhat impersonal forms of interaction 
in the workplace. From this point of view, it may be difficult to define the boundaries
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between the employer and the domestic worker who works within their home, 
particularly with regard to the management control over the work process.
Chapter 7 pointed out that the domestic workers’ autonomy was defined by the degree 
and method of supervision. It might seem from this research that most domestic 
workers could control their own work processes, determine the organisation of their 
workday and the coordination of their various tasks. For example, the domestic 
workers may be able to decide where to start cleaning first, what kind of cleaning 
tools to use, what pace should be set, and the manner in which they execute particular 
tasks. Even though it may seem that the domestic workers wield some control over 
their own work, in fact it is still the employers who hold the power. For example, 
several employers left a note before leaving their house to go to work. This note told 
their domestic workers what sort of tasks were to be done, what additional tasks for 
each day required attention and, moreover, they could order the domestic workers to 
repeat the work if  they found it was not done satisfactorily. Thus, this limited form of 
autonomy is in fact derived from the employer’s authority that they consistently 
exercise over the domestic workers.
Although for some domestic workers in this research, a feeling o f autonomy made 
work more tolerable and easier to control on their own; however, the work is still 
more physically arduous because their employers never stop giving out more tasks to 
do. It is no surprise, therefore, that despite the little control the domestic workers 
have, it is the only reason they give for wanting to work as domestic workers. This 
supports the work of Dill (1994), who asserted that in order to maintain some dignity 
in the relationship between worker and employer, most domestic workers sought to 
gain some form of autonomy or control over their work tasks. Chapter 9 showed that 
some domestic workers tried to think of doing their work in their employers’ houses 
as “doing these tasks as though I am doing it at my home.” In this way, domestic 
workers cope with and try to minimise and deny the social shame associated with 
doing somebody else’s ‘dirty’ work.
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10.2.3 Lack of decision-making
As discussed in chapter 7, the domestic worker generally felt unable to leave her 
employment because of the fear of unemployment. Several domestic workers 
described their fear for the livelihood of their families in their home village if they 
leave their jobs. Many of them blamed themselves for having no education or 
knowledge to find a better job than that of a domestic worker. On some occasions, 
the employers threatened their domestic workers that they would have to give back 
the money they owed. This meant that they were indebted to the employers, and had 
to stay in order to avoid economic hardship. These factors mean that domestic 
workers have no choice but to remain in their often abusive employment 
relationships. Chandler (1991) suggests that the typical pattern in households is to put 
male decision-making at a higher importance than female decision-making. 
Traditionally, female decisions centered on homemaking, housework and childcare, 
and this authority o f women has always been counted as being less critical than the 
authority of the husband. In the same way, according to Chandler, the roles that 
domestic workers have taken—housework, and the rest traditionally assigned to 
housewives - have caused their positions as decision-makers to be de-emphasised, 
particularly by their employers and even their families who negotiate terms of 
employment on their behalf.
Like the assembly line production workers mentioned by Blauner (1964), the 
domestic workers in Thailand have the same feelings o f meaninglessness as they 
work. The tasks in the typical household are huge, but require many small details to 
be met without a single mistake, and the workers have no opportunity for 
experiencing meaning and purpose in their work. As a result o f being trained to 
follow orders without question, the domestic workers lose sight o f what they are 
working for. Despite the amount of time the workers spend around their employers’ 
families, the domestic workers in this research may not even know what is their 
employer’s job or what schools the children of the employers attend. This is due to 
them having no need to know details of any events, however large or small that occur 
in the employer’s house. Their sole responsibility is cleaning and tidying the house, 
not failing in the least to do all the work expected of them.
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The powerlessness of domestic workers in Thailand differs from the situation 
described by Goff (1930, cited by Pahl, 1984) concerning domestic servants in 16th 
and 17th century England. Domestic workers in Thailand are often sent to work 
elsewhere but must send the money home, rather than receiving it directly. Like the 
textile workers mentioned by Blauner (1964), the domestic workers in Thailand are 
bound to their duties and have extremely limited freedom of movement outside of 
their work. In fact, freedom of movement away from the employers home is usually 
prohibited to the point of almost being non-existent. Within Thailand’s domestic 
work community, the level of powerlessness o f domestic workers is even greater than 
those textile workers in Blauner’s study. This is because their work is not just the 
same repetitive routine with comparably few opportunities, but the workers are also 
tied in with the employers in the same household 24 hours a day. Textile workers, on 
the other hand, can still go home in the evening and have their own time to do 
whatever they want, when they wish to do it. Besides physical powerlessness, the 
domestic workers in Thailand are also less powerful in psychological areas. In Thai 
culture, it is natural to obey one’s parents without question, so this unquestionable 
deference automatically transfers over to the relationship between the domestic 
workers and their employers, who usually are much older than the young women 
working for them.
Similar to the work of Goonesekere (1992), in Thailand the situation of domestic 
workers has received little governmental attention. Protection for workers’ rights to 
safety, healthcare, employment contracts and higher education are routinely ignored at 
all levels o f government. Mann’s work (1986), thus, matches more with the relations 
between employers and their domestic workers with regard to the power the former 
group possesses over the latter, as opposed to any power the workers may have 
themselves. In the matter of domestic work, either the employer or the employer’s 
whole family may exercise authority over the domestic workers. In the face o f the 
employer and her family, individual, isolated workers are unlikely to muster any 
serious opposition. The fact remains that the employer has control over just about 
every aspect of the worker’s life, even down to personal matters. Domestic workers in 
Thailand do not have sufficient group bargaining power because each worker is 
isolated from the others, and they are almost never allowed to socialise with each 
other.
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10.2.4 Lack of social life
The workers are usually prohibited from meeting and making friend. The employers 
see socialising by their workers as a distraction from the domestic worker’s duties. 
The employers see social life as being unnecessary for their domestic workers as they 
were hired for work, not to enjoy themselves with friends or going out for fun. In 
chapters 7 and 8, we saw how the majority of domestic workers were not allowed to 
leave the employers’ homes except for approved shopping trips on behalf of the 
employer, or to run special errands the employer needed. Domestic workers in this 
study were clearly unhappy with the fact that they live such isolated lives. The 
social isolation they have been put under has made them more distrustful and more 
vulnerable to the employers’ control. Most employers are reluctant to allow friends 
and family members to visit. The domestic workers have very little privacy. That 
there are a number of domestic workers in this research that are below the age of 16, 
and therefore should be considered as children, as seen in table 6.8, only highlights 
the exceptional loneliness that they must feel being isolated from their peers. All 
children, especially the young, need to relax, play and meet with others, as part of 
normal upbringing and socialisation. This concurs with Magnus (1934), who noted 
that the domestic workers were usually isolated from friends and family in an 
environment that was alien to their own upbringing, culture and class origins. As we 
shall see in the next section, age is a crucial factor when considering the overall 
situation of domestic workers, many of whom are very young and extremely 
vulnerable in Thai society because of their age.
The domestic worker’s own views about her life are shaped in part by the identity she 
has as a domestic worker. This supports the work of Blauner (1964) who noted that, 
the worker must spend her life isolated from others, even those for whom she labours. 
In this socially isolated environment, the domestic worker begins to tear apart and 
question her own personhood. Like the factory worker, the domestic worker becomes 
isolated within the household of her employer. Self-estrangement is the result o f her 
isolation. As long as the domestic worker feels that her role is insignificant and 
meaningless, then she will continue to feel that she herself is insignificant and 
meaningless.
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10.2.5 Abuse
The issue of domestic worker abuse is becoming a growing concern in Thailand. The 
media attention received by some cases has served to highlight that the abuse of 
domestic workers is prevalent today in Thai society. The weakness o f the domestic 
worker's position as a resident in the employer's home, the lack of protective 
legislation, and the tendency o f the state to protect employers’ rights rather than 
domestic workers’ rights all combine to create a situation where abuse is likely to 
occur.
10.2.5.1 Physical abuse
Chapter 7 showed that physical abuse of domestic workers occurs on several levels: 
hitting, slapping, pinching, sexual harassment, being forced to work continuously 
without adequate rest, and so forth. In addition, there is economic abuse, including 
deduction of pay, retention of workers' salaries by employers for the parents o f the 
domestic worker, working for more than one employer in one household or working 
in the employer's business as well as their home, retention o f the worker's ID card and 
other important documents, etc.
All these are violations o f the domestic worker's rights as an employee and, more 
significantly, as a human being. To abuse someone physically means to cause them 
hurt or to keep them restricted to certain areas. As an example, one subject of this 
study was involved in an incident where she was abused physically over her entire 
body, including punches to her stomach, other repeated hits and hot coffee being 
poured over her.
10.2.5.2 Psychological abuse
There is a lot of psychological abuse in the houses o f employer. Because domestic 
workers are so intimately tied in with the employing family’s lives, the emotional 
bonds that are created reinforce the psychological control that the employers possess. 
As a result o f this closeness and loyalty, however, employers are also able to control 
and psychologically abuse the domestic workers. That kind of control is difficult to
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write about or create laws around but it is a crucial element o f control and of how 
power operates.
Psychological abuse experienced by domestic workers emphasises the employer’s 
superiority and the domestic worker’s inferiority. The abuse reinforces the employers' 
power, control, and domination over the domestic workers, making them less likely to 
resist or seek redress for the abusive employment conditions described above. 
Domestic workers described the forms of psychological abuse committed by their 
employers or employers' spouses, including: requiring them to wash their own clothes 
separately from the employers, insulting them; using plates, glasses, etc. different 
from those used by their employers; yelling at them when they bought the wrong 
items that employers asked them to buy; and controlling their food consumption as 
shown in chapter 8. Furthermore, the most common form of psychological abuse 
described by the domestic workers was verbal abuse, including name-calling, such as 
‘maid’.
10.3 Control and Deference
Chapter 9 showed that a lot of unrealistic demands are made of these young domestic 
workers. Whatever task they undertake, their employers expect the results to be 
flawless. The employers also demand exceptionally hygienic results from the tasks 
done. They expect these women to enjoy the tasks they do, and forget that the tasks 
they do are tedious. The domestic workers are expected to in essence know their 
employer’s wishes without having to be told, such as what they would like them to do 
at any particular time, or how they should execute a particular task. Moreover, they 
were expected to learn and completely adopt the individual family’s values and 
beliefs. It does not matter how old or how experienced a domestic worker is, she still 
is expected to work without complaining regardless of her workload. As they come 
from poor backgrounds, the employers tend to hold the view that domestic workers 
should not desire anything beyond what the employers already give to them. It seems 
obvious that the domestic workers should have feelings o f envy for the better lives of 
those they work for. In sum, these feelings, however natural, are less important when 
compared to the responsibilities of serving the household, never complaining or 
desiring anything, much like a machine to be turned off or on at will by the employer.
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Among the many expected qualities a good domestic worker should possess are 
diligence, honesty, and discretion; but these are less important than obedience and 
loyalty.
Chapter 8 showed that the deferential behaviour between domestic workers and their 
employers confirms the inequality between each party’s position and relationship to 
the other. If the supervisor expects elaborate forms of deference, then failure to 
conform to this expectation could result in job loss for the subordinate. The domestic 
workers have been encouraged to act deferentially and respectfully to their employers. 
With regard to the domestic workers in this thesis, the findings support Newby’s 
(1977) study of farm workers, but with at least one key difference. In his research, the 
subjects of his study (farm labourers) were not living within the same household as 
the owners of the farm. Domestic work, on the other hand, is typically a live-in 
employment situation where the domestic workers live in the same house as their 
employers. Thus the deferential behaviour of domestic workers is predictably much 
more necessary, and is demonstrated with greater frequency, due to the inherent close 
living and working arrangements.
Perhaps if  a few volunteers from the West could be found who were willing to spend 
a short time employed as domestic workers in one o f these households then it could 
be better communicated just how high the demands are on the average worker. Given 
that many o f these domestic workers are still by legal definition children, our level of 
incredulity would increase at the exceptional requirements, both physical and mental, 
that are expected o f these girls. Yet, wherever and whenever these domestic workers 
made the slightest mistake in this regard, they were made to pay for it, either though 
humiliation or verbal or physical abuse.
10.4 Child Labour
As pitiful as the plight of domestic workers may seem, their life is even more pitiable 
when one considers the youthful age at which many domestic workers first find 
themselves in the employment of middle class and wealthy families. A large 
percentage of workers are under the age of eighteen, qualifying them as ‘child labour’ 
by international workers’ rights standards. However, their young age puts them into a
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State o f complete dependence on their employers, both physically and 
psychologically. Being under age, away from their home and family, and shouldered 
with the responsibilities of a healthy adult, these children are exploited due to their 
lack of education and their inability to find other, more suitable employment.
10.4.1 Age
A proportion of 21 domestic workers in this research were under 18 years of age, 
which is technically considered as child labour as discussed in chapter 6. These child 
domestic workers started their job working with their employers, or other employers 
when they were young, and nearly all received bad treatment by one or more of their 
employers. In some cases, it seems that the treatment by their employers did not 
change, no matter how long they worked or lived with a particular employer or 
family. This showed that their employers did not really seek to improve their 
relationship with their domestic workers. From this data, we can conclude that both 
children and adult domestic workers received the same sort o f treatment in terms of 
insults, exploitative behaviour, and isolation without regard to their age.
At present, because of the high unemployment in Thailand, there is no shortage of 
workers for any job. Thus, women will be employed at lower wages than men and 
children at still lower wages. This economic discrimination enables employers to 
exercise their power significantly more over child domestic workers because they are 
seen as unskilled workers, and because they are too young to get a higher wage doing 
anything else.
10.4.2 Education
Because of poverty, many poor children were ready to take up work with the hope 
that their dream of education would be fulfilled. As a result, some o f them ended up 
working in domestic labour due to a desire to help their parents or support the 
domestic workers’ young sisters and brothers at home.
There is enough evidence in this research from chapter 6, to show that a large number 
of domestic workers would like to obtain more education. They try their best to
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combine work with education e.g. negotiating with their employers to go to adult 
school on Sunday. However, it is very difficult to get time off for this due to the 
demands o f the work and lack o f support and understanding from their employers, and 
in some cases their parents. The main obstacle to achieving secondary or higher 
education for many domestic workers was the employer, who seemed to be ready to 
employ various rationales for why these young children should not study more. To 
the employer’s way of thinking, child domestic workers will still be able to study at a 
later age because they are still young. Also, these employers think that the domestic 
workers are here (in the employers’ houses) to work, and not to be supported for 
education while in the city. This one-sided view by employers shows a double 
standard by which they will encourage their own children to be educated while 
employing other children as domestic workers and refusing to grant them the same 
consideration. Ironically, it is the domestic worker who becomes responsible for 
facilitating the education of the employer’s children - in some cases about or of the 
same age as the domestic worker.
10.5 Human Rights
There are a number of basic human rights that should be applied to people everywhere 
no matter where they are from or where they live. However, the set-up of live-in 
domestic workers means that they lack some of these basic rights. This means that 
workers in this research are always vulnerable to exploitation as well as abuse of her 
person.
10.5.1 Limiting domestic worker's rights at work
The majority of domestic workers are not allowed to leave their employer’s house at 
all during the entire day. They cannot exercise their rights to freedom of movement 
not only outside the house, but also inside as well. In only one o f the 47 cases, a 
domestic worker was given one day off per week; however she was also not permitted 
to leave her employer’s house on that day. None of the other domestic workers in my 
study were given even one day of complete rest during the week. Several domestic 
workers claimed that their employers justified denying them permission to leave the 
homes after work hours on the grounds that the employers would be responsible if
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something bad happened to the domestic workers. It would seem more likely that the 
employers did not want their domestic workers to meet any strangers, and they had a 
vested interest in wanting them to get as much work done as possible. As was 
reported in chapter 7, there were some cases where the domestic workers would 
routinely be locked in the employer’s house whenever their employers went out for 
dinner or some other outing. The employers rationalised this practice out of concern 
for their property, for example if  the domestic workers might open the door for a 
thief. However, this rationale fails to take into account the safety o f the domestic 
workers, for example in case of fire, and how the domestic workers could escape. 
This supports Anderson (2000:113), who stated that what the employer is really 
buying is not labour power, but the ‘power of command’.
Domestic workers' freedom of movement was further limited by warnings that they 
could be in danger by speaking with or befriending strangers in the street. One main 
point is that employers did not allow their domestic workers to talk to any strangers, 
especially around their neighbourhood. One explanation given for this was they were 
worried that the domestic worker might gossip with the neighbours about them. 
Another explanation is that they suspect their workers would be idle in their duties, 
and the friendship would become a negative one for the employer.
Even those few domestic workers who were allowed to leave their employers' houses 
after completing their work said that they were free to do so only with their 
employers' permission. Thus, even those in the best employment relationships among 
all the cases studied suffered some degree of employer control over their movements. 
In most cases, leisure time outside of the home existed for domestic workers only if 
they were with the employers or employers' family members: for example, such as if 
there were children in their care, or to help a family member with grocery shopping. 
This only happened rarely, if  at all.
10.5.2 Having responsibilities without rights
The domestic workers in this research are of varying ages and are engaged in various 
types of households. They perform a great variety of duties, depending on the family 
they are with. These duties may include looking after small children and keeping
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them company, running numerous errands for various family members and helping 
their employers in all their household chores. The domestic workers have to perform 
both light and heavy tasks throughout the day.
So, what rights do these domestic workers have? Depending on the families’ socio­
economic status, domestic workers receive different qualities o f food, clothing and 
shelter. The quality of this exchange, however, depends upon the wishes of their 
employers and very much on their temperament. The majority of domestic workers 
receive cash, which normally is sent by the domestic workers to their parents, or 
otherwise their employers directly remitted it to their homes. As shown in chapter 6, 
most young domestic workers in this research did not have any role to play in the 
discussion of the amount o f money they were to be paid. It should be well understood 
at this point that the domestic workers do not have rights within the families they 
work for. The domestic workers were not permitted to use the telephone that they 
cleaned everyday. They were not allowed to warm their food in the microwave (they 
cleaned), after the long wait for the employer’s leftovers. They were not allowed even 
to contact their family without getting permission.
The domestic workers have the responsibility of preparing food for the family of the 
employer, but unless they are told to, they have no right to consume the food. After a 
long day’s work, they do not have the right to get tired or be impatient. They do not 
have the right to make the smallest mistake without being scolded. Above all, they do 
not have the right to refuse to be there (in their employer’s house), because their lives 
and by extension the lives of their families, depends on their employer’s will.
10.5.3 Lack of right to privacy
As mentioned earlier, the nature of live-in domestic work is to share a home with their 
employers, thus both parties have a tendency to become closer. Unfortunately, a 
consequence of this closeness can be that many times the employer neglects the rights 
of the domestic worker to have their privacy respected. In chapter 8, it was explained 
that employers search domestic workers’ rooms, and habitually allow their children to 
intrude into the domestic worker’s room and play with their personal belongings. 
These common invasions o f privacy serve to harass workers, as well as to violate their
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basic sense of dignity and propriety. These intrusions also serve to remind the 
domestic workers that they are inferior within the employers' homes as reported to me 
through the interviews.
10.5.4 Lack of rights in society
My study supports Dill (1994) who notes that domestic workers remain steadily 
positive despite their awareness o f the relatively low social status attached to their 
position as domestic workers. As highlighted in chapter 8, the domestic workers felt 
that they were in the lowest class in Thai society. Even when the employer views the 
workers as autonomous (as mentioned earlier), nonetheless they are constantly 
reminded o f the responsibilities they must fulfil. Domestic workers are never free to 
enjoy themselves, even when they are young, due to the responsibility they bear of 
having to provide for their families. These women often start out young, trading their 
childhood for the ability to earn more money than the villages would have offered, 
although the money comes at the cost o f never-ending duties and a daily struggle by 
these women to barely make a living wage for their families. Many are paid below 
minimum wages for their labours.
It is typical for the domestic worker to go out with the employing family on family 
outings. While their employers perceive that the domestic workers are going on an 
outing, in reality, their role as domestic workers remains the same. Out o f a sense of 
courtesy, the employer will offer the services of her worker to other family members 
on these outings. In short, wealthy society sees these women as the property of the 
employer. Some domestic workers in this research technically might have time off 
and the freedom to go out, but in reality while she is out, the responsibilities o f taking 
care of the children or baby of the employer persists.
In sum, since domestic workers are seen as occupying among the lowest social status 
in the societies in which they live and work, it is not surprising that they are 
frequently denied some of the most basic human rights. This is in part due to the 
popular perception that it is permissible to treat a domestic servant as being part of 
one’s household items. Certainly, they are thought o f in many places as being less of a 
person than those they work for. When it comes to freedom of movement, most
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workers find themselves being restricted to the homes they serve in. Contact with 
outsiders is discouraged, if  not altogether forbidden. Since the only people who will 
have contact with the domestic workers are the family they work for, then it is left up 
to them as to how respectful of the domestic worker’s basic human rights they must 
be. They are often refused the privilege of utilising the same utensils and appliances 
they are responsible for cleaning. They are even forbidden to leave the house, despite 
the safety concerns that might naturally be raised. A domestic worker’s personal 
belongings may be the subject of frequent invasions by household members. When 
they are allowed to travel with the family, they are treated as part of the household 
chattels, and must serve quietly, without complaining in whatever aspect the employer 
wants them to.
10.6 Conclusion
Domestic workers exist in an informal economy. It takes place outside the purview of 
any institution that might establish prescribed rights and labour practices. Although 
housework is essential, and within Thai tradition is the exclusive domain of the 
female head of household, it is perceived by most as having a low status. In practice, 
the middle and upper classes in Thailand do not usually perform their own housework 
but employ others to do it instead. In Thailand domestic workers are so numerous 
that it is difficult to gain a precise figure. We can therefore only estimate the total, 
which could potentially be as high as the number of households in Udonthani.
I have focused my study on the circumstances of 47 pairs of domestic workers and 
their employers who make up the sample. Even though there have been just two 
reports published on domestic workers in Thailand, these studies have examined only 
the domestic worker, and the research was aimed primarily at depicting the overall 
conditions in which they worked. The focus o f the first report was Thai domestic 
workers working in Italy, while the second report studied data on foreign workers 
who migrated into Thailand from the surrounding countries, such as Laos, Cambodia 
or Burma. Thus, the methodological approach to the domestic worker situation in 
Thailand that this study takes is distinctive from any previous research carried out in 
Thailand. It is hoped that this study will be the first to provide these details for the
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benefit o f those who are interested in gaining a deeper understanding of the group 
situation of domestic workers in Thailand.
It seems evident from my research that the poorest and most disadvantaged elements 
in society supply the vast majority of women who migrate from rural areas to become 
domestic workers. Domestic workers have an entirely different work atmosphere 
from other workers in general, because household owners have the full right to control 
these domestic workers while they work in the house of the employers. The 
experience of most of the domestic workers has shown two potential arenas of 
exploitation: employers exploiting domestic workers, and the parents o f domestic 
workers exploiting their children through hiring them out to wealthy employers.
Middle class women employers come from a powerful, elite class, and they are 
abusing the rights o f some of the most powerless. Employers enjoyed both economic 
power and psychological ascendancy over their domestic workers, and could easily 
get their way by means of extravagant promises, and threats of dismissal or brute 
force. This power extended to related members of the employers, to their children, 
sons, brothers, relatives, and friends who live in other households.
In about 80 percent o f the sample in this research, domestic workers were victims of 
employer’s control. These women worked very long hours, averaging twelve hours 
per day, and seven days a week and were paid less than the law required. They were 
rarely allowed outside the home and were prohibited from speaking to strangers or 
using facilities in the employer’s household. Some were physically abused. The 
tasks are pre-set for them before they even arrive. Their time is not their own, and 
even the environment they live in is not their own to control. In sum, Thai domestic 
workers live lives o f complete and utter powerlessness, save for a few small areas in 
which they try to reclaim autonomy. The dependence relationship between domestic 
workers and their employers perpetuates unequal power.
Most domestic workers were not allowed to leave their employers’ homes without 
permission. Most were only allowed to leave when they had days off which was rare 
to find among domestic workers in this research. Most of them could leave on special 
festival holiday, which was only one to two times per year. Domestic workers have
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no bargaining power against the employers who mostly enforce their will with little 
sympathy. Even though there are numerous domestic workers in Thailand, there are 
no laws establishing specific employment conditions that must be provided for this 
group of women. Domestic workers have many complaints and sufferings, but they 
do not know where to go or how to complain and have few advocates. If a domestic 
worker complains while still with her employer, she risks losing her job.
Although domestic workers and employers belong to radically different social worlds, 
they can draw upon their common, gender-based and cultural qualities and skills as 
wives or mothers and daughters and use patriarchal gender beliefs in their interaction. 
For employers, though it is typically a woman’s job to find, screen, recruit, and 
manage a domestic worker; husbands as the embodiment o f patriarchal power are 
important, albeit invisible actors in domestic work relations. Both women are 
subjected in the same way towards the dominating (usually male) figures in their 
lives. For example, when a domestic worker desires to quit her job, she will have to 
ask her parents’ permission. As seen in chapter 2, according to Thai law the parents 
have a legitimate right to control their children until they are at least 20 years old. 
However, in practice, the rigid authority so pervasive in Thai culture allows the 
parents to retain control over their children’s lives for as long as the parents are alive 
to exercise that authority.
Domestic workers in Thailand exemplify all four dimensions o f Blauner’s concept of 
alienation: powerlessness, meaninglessness, isolation and self-estrangement. While at 
work, domestic workers feel powerless, as if  their lives and environments are beyond 
their control. Worse still, the workers believe that the things they do may not alter the 
outcome of any situation they are confronted with. In other words, the employers will 
still treat them the same, regardless if  they are eager or depressed, as long as they do 
the work quietly and without disturbing the employer. Since the domestic workers do 
not have the freedom to come and go as they wish, the result is that their lives have 
virtually no freedom at all. Many of the countries that host domestic workers, 
including Thailand, have little or no rights protection for domestic workers. The end 
result o f this lack o f protection means that workers have no one to turn to for help 
with the abuses they face at the hands of their employers. Workers must rely simply
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on the goodwill o f their employers, since control over their lives is in the hands of 
those who have the money their families need.
As domestic workers become alienated, they begin to sense that their lives are 
meaningless, that they have no purpose other than to labour invisibly in the home of 
another. They are kept almost always inside the grounds of their employers’ homes, 
and they feel isolation, as they have no sense o f belonging in their work situation. 
Since they have no outside contact, and since inside they are just faceless machines 
doing the same tasks day after day, it is not surprising that they begin to develop a 
feeling of self-estrangement. What is even more pitiable is that as the workers sink 
deeper into this feeling of self-estrangement, the employers are able to continue to 
exploit the domestic workers for their own benefit, since the domestic workers have 
accustomed themselves to being powerless. The domestic workers need the money for 
themselves and their families, but the end result is alienation from the world around 
them and from themselves.
10.7 Recommendations
The domestic workers in Udonthani, Thailand are not legally recognised as 
employees. Domestic workers and their employers are part of an informal economy 
not covered by existing labour legislation. These domestic workers sell their labour in 
informal ways with terms, conditions, and wages negotiated orally and without legally 
binding contracts. Thus, there is no legislated or regulated minimum wage, working 
hours, sick days, vacations, or social insurance cover for these women. At the same 
time, there are social insurance programs provided by the Thai government, which 
offer some degree of security for retirement for other workers. This kind of coverage 
is mandated for workers in the formal sector, but domestic workers who are employed 
in the so-called ‘informal’ sector must depend on their own savings for future 
security.
The state, in co-operation with local schools and communities, should single out, 
gather information about and monitor women who are educationally deprived as they 
are a high-risk group widely distributed all over the country. While steps are taken to 
make education available to all, a possible policy change would be for the government
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to encourage local schools and communities to set up an organisation providing 
assistance to these women. It seems more efficient to offer female domestic workers 
from rural villages the chance to be educated in the larger cities, where learning can 
be centralized, than having to distribute educational resources and teachers throughout 
the vast number of small towns and villages in Thailand. The Thai government should 
introduce a law which requires employers to give one day off on Sunday for domestic 
workers to go to a continuing education school or adult school. Further, the 
government should enforce a law requiring that domestic workers should attend 
school until a minimum age of sixteen, so that they can finish at least high school 
level education. Finally, the Thai government should undertake education campaigns 
to ensure that child domestic workers, their families and their employers understand 
their rights. If the government cannot handle the issue, it should be able to get help 
from external organisations to attempt to solve the problems.
Last but not least, it is necessary to campaign for a change in employers’ attitudes 
towards their domestic workers. The topic should be made a public issue, since it is 
difficult to address at the individual level. The mass media should do their part to be 
agents in raising awareness among employers to respect the rights of domestic 
workers.
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Appendix B
INFORM ATION SHEET FO R RESEARCH 
PARTICIPANT (employers)
February 2002
Re: Relationship between employers and domestic workers 
in Thailand
University 
of Surrey
Guildford
Surrey GU2 7XH, UK 
Telephone
+44 (0)1483 300800 
Facsimile
+44 (0)1483 300803 
www.surrey.ac.uk
School of 
Human
S cien ces
Department of 
Sociology
Telephone
+44 (0)1483 689365 
Facsimile
+44 (0)1483 689551
Dear
My name is Laila Ounjit and I am a full-time research student at the University of 
Surrey, UK. I am writing to invite you to take part in my research project. The 
University of Surrey Ethics Committee has given my study ethical approval, and my 
supervisors are Professor Sara Arber and Dr. Ann Cronin.
The research project is about the relationship between employers and their domestic 
workers in Udomthani, Thailand. I am interested to know about your experience, 
attitudes, and perspective towards your domestic worker and atmosphere while you 
were together. My research aim is to obtain both the views of employers and their 
domestic workers in separate interviews. I am, therefore, aware that you are unlikely 
to have a lot of spare time and so the interviews will last about fifty minutes to an 
hour for each interview, and time will be arranged to fit your free time. This 
interview can be at your home, or somewhere else if it is more convenient to you. I 
would like to ask for tape recording so that I have a record of what you have said.
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. It is important that your answers 
are honest. Your answers will, of course, be treated as completely confidential. You 
do not have to answer any question you do not want to, and should you wish the 
interview could be terminated at any time. Your life experience will not affect your 
work surely.
I will call you in advance to make an appointment. I am willing to answer any 
questions you may have. You can contact me at my home phone number at any time, 
which is 042-322751, or 322-362. You can leave a message and I will get back to 
you as soon as possible. I thank you in anticipation of your help.
Yours sincerely,
Miss Laila Ounjit
j e e n ' s  
i y  P r i z e s
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Appendix C
INFORM ATION SHEET FOR RESEARCH 
PARTICIPANT (employers 2)
February 2002
Re: Relationship between employers and domestic workers 
in Thailand
University 
of Surrey
Guildford
Surrey GU2 7XH, UK 
Telephone
+44 (0)1483 300800 
Facsimile
+44 (0)1483 300803 
www.surrey.ac.uk
School of 
Human
S c ien ces
Department of 
Sociology
Telephone
+44 (0)1483 689365 
Facsimile
+44 (0)1483 689551
Dear
My name is Laila Ounjit and I am a full-time research student at the University of
Surrey, UK. Your name was given by ................. who considered that you might be
able to take part in this research project in which she has been invited to participate. 
Your input is desired and will be greatly appreciated, as it may contribute to the 
overall understanding of the research topic. The University o f Surrey Ethics 
Committee has given my study ethical approval, and my supervisors are Professor 
Sara Arber and Dr. Ann Cronin.
The research project is about the relationship between employers and their domestic 
workers in Udomthani, Thailand. I am interested to know about your experience, 
attitudes, and perspective towards your domestic worker and atmosphere while you 
were together. My research aim is to obtain both the views of employers and their 
domestic workers in separate interviews. I am, therefore, aware that you are unlikely 
to have a lot of spare time and so the interviews will last about fifty minutes to an 
hour for each interview, and time will be arranged to fit your free time. This 
interview can be at your home, or somewhere else if it is more convenient to you. I 
would like to ask for tape recording so that I have a record o f what you have said.
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. It is important that your answers 
are honest. Your answers will, o f course, be treated as completely confidential. You 
do not have to answer any question you do not want to, and should you wish the 
interview could be terminated at any time. Your life experience will not affect your 
work surely.
I will call you in advance to make an appointment. I am willing to answer any 
questions you may have. You can contact me at my home phone number at any time, 
which is 042-322751, or 322-362. You can leave a message and I will get back to 
you as soon as possible. I thank you in anticipation of your help.
Yours sincerelv.
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Appendix D
INFORM ATION SHEET FO R RESEARCH 
PARTICIPANT (domestic workers) GuildfordSurrey GU2 7XH, UK 
Telephone
+44 (0)1483 300800 
Facsimile
+44 (0)1483 300803 
www.surrey.ac.uk
University School of
of Surrey Human
S cien ces
Department of 
Sociology
February 2002 Telephone
+44 (0)1483 689365 
Facsimile
+44 (0)1483 689551
Re: Relationship between employers and domestic workers 
in Thailand
Dear
My name is Laila Ounjit and I am a full-time research student at the University of 
Surrey, UK. I am writing to invite you to take part in my research project. The 
University of Surrey Ethics Committee has given my study ethical approval, and my 
supervisors are Professor Sara Arber and Dr. Ann Cronin.
The research project is about the relationship between employers and their domestic 
workers in Udomthani, Thailand. I am interested to know about your experience, 
attitudes, and perspective towards your employer and atmosphere while you were 
together. My research aim is to obtain both the views of employers and their 
domestic workers in separate interviews. I am, therefore, aware that you are unlikely 
to have a lot of spare time and so the interviews will last about fifty minutes to an 
hour for each interview, and time will be arranged to fit your free time. This 
interview can be at your home or somewhere else if it is more convenient to you. I 
would like to ask for tape recording so that I have a record o f what you have said.
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. It is important that your answers 
are honest. Your answers will, of course, be treated as completely confidential. You 
do not have to answer any question you do not want to, and should you wish the 
interview could be terminated at any time. Your life experience will not affect your 
work surely.
I will call you in advance to make an appointment. I am willing to answer any 
questions you may have. You can contact me at my home phone number at any time, 
which is 042-322751, or 322-362. You can leave a message and I will get back to 
you as soon as possible. I thank you in anticipation of your help.
Yours sincerely.
Miss Laila Ounjit
j e e n ’s  
i y  P r i z e s
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Appendix E
CONSENT FORM
Re: the relationship between domestic workers and their 
employers in Udonthani, Thailand
I have read and understood the Information Sheet provided. So, 
I have agreed to be interviewed by Laila Ounjit, a research 
student at the University of Surrey by using tape recorder. I 
understand that the research is fully confidential and anonymous 
and that my name will not be used in the study although what I 
say may be quoted. I also understand that the interview is 
entirely voluntary and I may leave the interview at any time 
without penalty.
Name of research participant:..................................................
Signature....................................................................................
D ate..........................................................................................
Name of interviewer:..............................................................
Signature..................................................................................
Date..........................................................................................
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A P P E N D IX  F
Interview guide: 
Employer 
1. The length of employment
How long have you been hiring your current domestic worker?
How many domestic workers do you have?
How many domestic workers did you have before? When?
Do you want a addition domestic worker? If yes, why?
If your domestic worker has been working for you quite long, what made you 
keep her this long?
By what means did you get the domestic worker to work in your house?
Was it easy for you to find a domestic worker?
2. How would you call your domestic worker? By her name?
Does your domestic worker has another name that you name them for fun?
If yes, what is it?
Do you know where your domestic worker lives?
Have you ever visited your domestic worker or her family when she is ill?
Do you know what level of education your domestic worker has reached?
Do you know how many siblings your domestic workers has?
3. Whether the employer motivate domestic workers or not (Motivation)
Has your domestic worker wanted to resign from this job? What did you do?
Did you ask her to stay longer? Why did she want to resign?
What stops your domestic worker not to resign from this job?
Have you ever fired one of your domestic workers? Why?
4. The employer’s reaction towards the domestic worker’s wrongdoing 
(discipline)
What tasks do you expect or require your domestic worker to do?
Is your domestic worker very helpful? What does she do?
Besides household tasks, does she do anything that goes beyond her expected 
work?
What do you want your domestic worker to improve herself in work? or what do 
you see her in making mistake?
How often does your domestic worker make mistakes?
What sort of mistakes does she make?
When she did, what did you do? How would you punish her?
If you did not have a domestic worker, would you be able to cope with those 
household tasks?
Has your domestic worker had any improvement in working since she became a 
domestic worker?
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5. The employer’s trustfulness towards the domestic worker (the atmosphere of 
work environment)
Have you ever left your domestic worker alone in your house? If yes, how would 
you feel when she was alone in the house?
How would you leave your domestic worker alone in your house? (i.e. leave keys 
with her? Or lock up the house?)
6. The employer’s attentive to the domestic worker’s needs (consideration)
Has your domestic worker asked you to get some essential equipment for 
household? If yes, what did you do?
Has your domestic worker requested anything for herself i.e. radio tape? If yes, 
what did you do?
If your domestic worker fails to perform, is she given training before discipline? 
(Did they know how to do it, or to use the equipment?, Was she taught?)
7. Whether the employer is concerned about the domestic’s well being.
What national holidays do you consider as a special day for you?
What do you usually do on those days?
Have you ever bought clothes, shoes or things for your domestic worker?
Do you give any special days off for your domestic worker on those days?
Do you give presents to your domestic workers during New Year day?
What do you do when your domestic worker does good job?
8. The employer’s care about the domestic worker’s safety (consideration)
When your domestic worker is sick, will she be given any days off?
When was the last time? What happened?
Would you pay for medical cover?
Do you let your domestic worker go out by herself? Where to?
Does your domestic worker go shopping for you? How often? How? By car, cab, 
or walking?
Have you ever let your domestic worker go out at night? If yes, do you have a 
specific time for her to come home? How often? Where?
9. The attitude towards domestic worker and domestic work
What do not you like in your domestic worker?
What is your ideal domestic worker?
Does your domestic worker suit to your ideal?
What do you want your domestic worker to change in the way they work or their 
attitudes/behavior?
10. Have you ever brought your domestic worker out for dinner, picnic or shopping 
with you?
11. Does anyone in the house ask domestic worker to do things? Who? What sort of
things?
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Confidential
Employer
Date
Thank you for filling in this questionnaire. I would first like to ask you some 
questions about your background.
1. Are you
M ale_______
Female
2. What was your age last birthday?
3. Where were you bom?
4. What religion are you?
5. How many people in your household? ( not including your domestic workers)
6. Do you have a paid job? ____________
Full tim e_________ Part tim e____________
How many hours: w eek?_________
7. What is your occupation?
Please describe here________________
8. What is your approximate personal income per month (in baht25)? (Circle answer)
1) Under 5,000
2) 5 ,000-10,000
3) 10,000-15,000
4) Greater than 15,000
9. How many years of school did you complete? (Circle answer)
1) Elementary school
2) Primary school
3) High school
4) College/ University
25 One pound = sixty three baht
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10. What is your marital status? (Circle answer)
1) single
2) married
3) separated
4) widow
(If married) How many years have you been married?
11. Where does your husband live? (Circle answer)
1) Udonthani
2) Bangkok
3) Abroad
4) Other - sp ec ify_________
12. What is your husband occupation?
Please describe here
13. What is your husband approximate income per month (in baht)? (Circle answer)
1) Under 5,000
2) 5 ,0 0 0 - 10,000
3) 10,000- 15,000
4) Greater than 15,000
14. How many children do you have?___________________
15. What age are they? (Circle answer)_______________
16. What is their education?
1) Kindergarten
2) Elementary
3) Primary
4) High school
5) College/ University
6) Left home
17. Who is looking after them now? (Circle answer)
1) husband
2) Child’s grandparents
3) Other relatives
4) Domestic worker
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A P P E N D IX  G
Interview guide:
Domestic Worker
1. The length of employment
What did you do before being a domestic worker?
What made you decide to leave that job?
How did you find this job? (direct hire, government agency, private agency, 
friends or relatives etc.)
What did your family think about you being a domestic worker?
Why did you come to this employer?
How long have you been working with your employer?
Do you want to change your job? Why?
If you stay in this job quite long, what made you stay in this job this long?
2.The domestic worker’s feelings of being one of the family (the discriminations )
Do you eat with your employer? If no, whom do you eat with? What do you eat 
in daily life? Where do you eat?
Do you have your own bedroom? If no, who do you sleep with? And where do 
you sleep?
3. How the domestic worker performs their duty (Responsibilities to their work).
Would you tell me about your everyday life? (duties)
How many hours do you work each day?
Is there anything that your employer did not ask you to do, but you do it? Why 
did you do that?
Have you ever thought that there are too much work to do?
4.The domestic worker’s attitude towards their work (their suitability for 
employment)
Would you describe of a typical day’s work?
What do you think about being a domestic worker?
What do you like being a domestic worker?
What do you dislike being a domestic worker?
Do you have a lot of work to do?
Do you like this job?
Would you introduce any of your friends or anyone to come to this job?
5. The domestic worker’s respect to their employers (Role relationship)
How would you call your employer? By their name? Khun (Madamn)?
Do you name your employer? If yes, what is it?
Who provides you all work to do in usual?
Do they ask you to do things for them?
Are you familiar with your employer’s husband, sons, daughters, or cousins in the 
house? How often do you talk to them?
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6. The domestic worker’s social life (Mental effect)
Do you have free time? When do you have free time? Is this the same everyday? 
What do you do in your free time?
Where do you spend the most time in the house?
Where do you prefer to spend your time in the house when you are off duty?
When do you have days off?
Where do you go on your day off?
How many friends do you have? How did you make friends?
Who do you spend most of your leisure time with?
How often do you go out for social life?
Do you go out in the evening?
Do you have friends paying you a visit? How often?
Do your parents or cousin come to see you? How often? Why? Why not?
Has your employer ever brought you out with her? Where to? What for? i.e. 
dinner, shopping. If yes, would you enjoy going out with your employer?
How comfortable do you feel when your employer is at home?
7. The domestic worker’s thought of the gap between the employers and 
themselves (social psychological distance)
Which employers in this family do you like the most? Why?
Which employers in this family are you familiar or feel free to talk with the most? 
Which employers in this family are you afraid of the most? Why?
8. Personal feelings
When you have problems with work, personal feelings, private things, have you 
ever talked to your employers or ask for some advice from them? How often?
If not your employer, then whom would you turn for help?
Are you homesick? What do you do when you are homesick?
Have you ever been asked any personal questions? How did you feel when you 
were asked these questions? Did you answer the questions?
Have you ever heard secondhand or listened directly to any of your employer’s 
conversations that concerned you? How were you able to hear about or listen to 
these conversations? How did your employer’s remarks make you feel?
9. Attitude
What is your ideal employer?
Does your employer suit your ideal?
What do you want your employer to change or to be?
10. Gift
Do you receive any bonus or gifts from your employer?
How do you obtain your toiletries, e.g. soap, sanitary napkins, toothpaste etc.? Do 
your employers buy them for you, or do you buy them yourself?
11. If you could choose any job, what would it be?
How long do you intend to stay in this job?
What do you plan to do in the next 3 years?
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Confidential
Domestic worker
Date
Thank you for filling in this questionnaire. I would first like to ask you some 
questions about your background.
1. Are you
M ale_______
Female
2. What was your age last birthday?
3. Where were you born?
4. What religion are you?
5. What is your approximate income per month (in baht)? (Circle answer)
1) Under 800
2) 8 00 -1 ,000
3) 1 ,000-2,000
4) Greater than 2,000
6. How many years of school did you complete? (Circle answer)
1) Elementary school
2) Primary school
3) High school
4) College/University
7. Can you read and write Thai? ___________
8. Where did you live during your childhood? (Circle answer)
1) Farm
2) Small village
3) Big city
4) Udonthani suburb
5) Other -  specify
9. What is your mother occupation? 
Describe here
10. What is your father occupation? 
Describe here
11. What is your marital status? (Circle answer)
1) single
2) married
3) separated
4) widow
(If married) How many years have you been married?
12. Where does your husband live? (Circle answer)
1) Udonthani
5) Bangkok
6) Abroad
7) Other - spec ify_________
13. What is your husband occupation?
Please describe here
14. What is your husband income per month? (Circle answer)
1) Under 800
2) 8 00 -1 ,000
3) 1 ,000-2,000
4) Greater than 2,000
15. How many years of school did your husband complete? (Circle answer)
1) Elementary school
2) Primary school
3) High school
4) College/ University
16. How many children do you have?
17. What age are they?
18. What are their education? (Circle answer)
1) Kindergarten
2) Elementary
3) Primary
4) High school
5) College/ University
6) Left home
19. Who is looking after them now? (Circle answer)
1) yourself
2) husband
3) Child’s grandparents
4) Other relatives
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A P P E N D IX  H
C h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f  e m p lo y e rs
A ge, ed u c a tio n a l, n u m b e r o f  h o u se h o ld e r , n u m b er o f  ch ild ren , h u sb a n d ’s o cc u p a tio n , and  
w ife ’s o ccu p a tio n .
A ge g iven  as o f  th e  d a te  o f  in te rv iew .
Name26 Age
Occupation of Wives’
Educational
Level
No. in 
household27
No. of 
children
Wife Husband
Bongkot 42 Medical doctor Judge Doctorate’s 6 2
Chaiya 44 Self-employed Self-employed Vocational 7 2
Chonticha 42 Shop owner Shop owner High School 5 2
Dara 33 Nurse Self-employed Bachelor’s 5 1
Duengduan 46 Self-employed Self-employed Vocational 6 3
Goong 38 Pharmacist Pharmacist Bachelor’s 6 2
Isara 40 Teacher Teacher Bachelor’s 5 2
Jirat 36 College instructor Bank manager Master’s 8 3
Kamon 43 Business woman Policeman Vocational 12 4
Kanda 41 Shop owners Shop owner Bachelor’s 8 4
Kwanjai 43 Medical doctor Medical doctor Doctorate’s 6 3
Linda 35 Self-employed Company’s employee Bachelor’s 8 2
Mali 37 Teacher Solider Bachelor’s 6 2
Manee 40 Self-employed Self-employed Bachelor’s 8 2
Masha 29 Self-employed Self-employed Master’s 5 1
Nadda 45 Shop owner Shop owner Secondary 16 7
Nary 39 Self-employed Self-employed Bachelor’s 6 2
Nattaya 38 Self-employed Self-employed Bachelor’s 6 2
Pattaya 48 Local policeman Business man Bachelor’s 13 4
Panrot 45 Dentist Finance manager Master’s 5 1
Pantip 34 Shop owner Shop owner Bachelor’s 4 1
Pawita 38 Shop owner Shop owner Vocational 5 2
Pijit 47 Civil servant Civil servant Bachelor’s 10 5
Porn 33 Library assistants Policeman Bachelor’s 4 1
Prani 42 Housewife Policeman Bachelor’s 8 3
Prêcha 27 Banker Sale manager Bachelor’s 6 2
Rada 30 Stock broker Unemployed Bachelor’s 4 1
Reka 58 Accountancy Self-employed Certificate 3 None
Rattana 48 Shop owner Shop owner Bachelor’s 14 5
Saisuda 49 Shop owner Shop owner Secondary 6 3
Sakon 27 Shop owner Shop owner Bachelor’s 5 1
Sasiton 47 Engineer Programmer Master’s 7 4
Singha 41 Shop owner Shop owner High School 8 2
Somlak 24 Housewife Civil servant Bachelor’s 5 1
Srongsuda 43 Shop owner Shop owner Vocational 6 3
Suda 48 Shop owner Shop owner Primary 13 6
Suri 34 Civil servant Civil servant Bachelor’s 6 3
Tanaporn 31 Nurse Medical doctor Master’s 9 3
Tanya 38 Self-employed Teacher Bachelor’s 5 1
Tara 44 Self-employed Self-employed High School 6 3
Timpa 37 Teacher Civil servant Studying Master’s 7 2
Ubon 37 Policewomen Teacher Bachelor’s 6 2
Wara 35 Self-employed Banker Bachelor’s 5 2
Wattana 41 Accountancy Company manager Bachelor’s 6 2
Wipawee 44 Shop owner Shop owner Primary 7 4
Yui 44 Housewife Self-employed Vocational 9 4
Yupa 64 Merchant Merchant Primary 9 2
26 All respondent names are fictitious
27 Number o f  household is included a domestic worker
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A P P E N D IX  I
C h a ra cter istics  o f  D o m estic  W ork ers
A ge, e d u c a tio n a l, fam ily  o f  th e  in te rv iew ees  
A ge g iven  as o f  th e  d a te  o f  in te rv iew .
Name28 Age Education Siblings
Occupation of Length of 
Employment 
(Year)Father Mother
Bongkot 20 Under Primary 3 Agriculture Agriculture 9
Chaiya 25 Secondary 3 Agriculture Agriculture 5
Chonticha 19 Primary 5 Agriculture Agriculture 2.6
Dara 13 Studying Vocational 3 Agriculture Agriculture 1
Duengduan 22 Primary 4 Agriculture Agriculture 1.5
Goong 19 Primary 4 Farmer Housewife 3
Isara 21 Secondary 4 Guard Agriculture 1
Jirat 17 Secondary 5 Farmer Farmer 1.2
Kamon 17 Primary - Farmer Farmer .1
Kanda 17 Secondary 2 Labourer Handy craft .11
Kwanjai 21 Vocational 3 Agriculture Agriculture 2
Linda 45 Under Primary 9 . Unemployed 6
Mali 20 Secondary 3 Farmer Farmer 1.3
Manee 18 Secondary 3 Farmer Farmer 2
Masha 18 Primary 4 Farmer Farmer 2.6
Nadda 17 Primary 5 Farmer Housewife 2
Nary 21 Secondary 4 Farmer Farmer 1.2
Nattaya 27 Primary 3 Farmer Farmer 5
Pattaya 31 Bachelor’s 4 Agriculture Agriculture 10
Panrot 24 Primary 3 Farmer Farmer 5
Pantip 18 Secondary 4 Farmer Farmer 2.2
Pawita 15 Primary 5 Farmer Housewife .8
Pijit 17 Primary 3 - Agriculture 4
Porn 17 Secondary 5 Agriculture Agriculture 2.6
Prani 18 Secondary 5 Agriculture Agriculture 1.6
Prêcha 15 Primary 4 Agriculture Housewife 1.6
Rada 18 Primary 3 Labourer Housewife 1.6
Reka 16 Primary 9 Agriculture Housewife .8
Rattana 16 Secondary 3 Agriculture Housewife .6
Saisuda 34 Primary 3 Farmer Housewife 15
Sakon 16 Secondary 4 Farmer Housewife .3
Sasiton 17 Secondary 3 Farmer Farmer 1
Singha 24 Primary 8 Labourer Housewife 2
Somlak 15 Primary 3 Agriculture Agriculture 1.6
Srongsuda 15 Primary 4 Farmer Housewife 1
Suda 19 Secondary 3 Labourer Handy craft 3
Suri 13 Primary 3 Farmer Farmer 1
Tanaporn 19 Primary 11 Farmer Housewife 2.6
Tanya 18 Secondary 4 Farmer Farmer 2
Tara 12 Under Primary 4 Farmer Farmer .5
Timpa 21 Primary 6 Factory Housewife 1
Ubon 17 Secondary 5 Farmer Housewife 1.8
Wara 36 Under Primary 5 Labourer Handy Craft 3
Wattana 17 Primary 4 Farmer Housewife 2.6
Wipawee 17 Secondary 2 Agriculture Housewife .6
Yui 14 Primary 2 Farmer Farmer 1.6
Yupa 19 Secondary 8 Farmer Housewife .11
28 All respondent names are fictitious
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